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ABSTRACT
Between 1884 and 1915, ballet was the main attraction on the programmes 
presented by London's Alhambra and Empire palaces of varieties. The 
executants of the ballets were women for whom dancing was a profession 
but their activities were produced, mediated and received by and within a 
predominantly male culture. This study relates a contextual examination of 
the hegemonic practices of the institutions which produced the ballet, and 
the written and iconographie discourses through which it was mediated, to 
a textual analysis of the works themselves. As a result, it is argued that the 
ballet, through its consistent presentation of certain images of the dancers, 
was a significant cultural form for the construction, circulation and 
reinforcement of images of women in Victorian and Edwardian society. 
Furthermore, the ballet produced not only commensurate but also 
differentiated images of the dancers which mirrored the complex sexual 
psyche of the era.
In support of these arguments, pertinent elements of discrete disciplinary 
theories and knowledge are combined in an inter-disciplinary approach 
which accommodates the shared concerns of these disciplines and achieves 
the necessary synthesis between textual and contextual analysis. The 
unifying perspective which provides the motivation and the methodology 
is that of feminism.
In its subject matter, this study remedies the neglect of the music hall in 
dance historiography and provides the impetus for further research on the 
period. In foregrounding the notion of dance as work, it also counteracts 
the marginahsation of the working hves and contribution of the vast 
majority of performers who were not the 'stars' of dance, hi its rationale 
and declared bias, the study locates dance firmly within feminist discourse 
and provides a model for the analysis of dance as a form for the cultural 
production of gender.
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INTRODUCTION
INTRODUCTION
Between 1884 and 1915, at least one, usually two and sometimes three ballets 
were presented nightly at the Alhambra and the Empire palaces of varieties in 
London's Leicester Square. For over thirty years, these venues, off-shoots of 
the traditional music hall, were a significant part of the London 
entertainm ent scene. ^  The ballet employed thousands of people, the great 
majority of whom were women and as the venues gained in social 
respectability, women also began to attend but audiences throughout the 
period consisted mainly of men. The ballets themselves were produced by an 
all-male management. None of the works are extant, and the recording of 
them in written and in graphic form, reveals the perceptions of this male 
audience. Thus, an activity which was performed by women was produced 
and received by men. In the public images of the theatre the ideologies of the 
dominant culture were encoded and communicated. This study argues that the 
ballets, in their representations of the dancers who were the living images of 
the theatre, were part of the hegemonic processes which formed constructs of 
femininity particular to late Victorian and Edwardian England.
In discourse on cultural representation, dance tends to be absent and its 
contribution to the cultural life of society and its specific role in the social 
construction of gender is largely ignored.^ The representation of women in 
theatre, Uterature and the visual arts has been the focus of much recent 
attention but, as Daly suggests,
critics, practitioners and scholars have got to recognize ballet as a 
cultural institution that represents and thus inscribes gender 
behaviour in everyday life. Gender imaging must become as important 
a subject of discourse as the ubiquitous cataloguing of style and 
technique.
Daly, 1987 p.l9
The first area of debate, therefore, lies in the extent to which dance can be 
considered as a form of cultural representation. In examining the inter­
relationship between the cultural products and institutions of society, and the 
construction of the gendered image, the question of an appropriate 
methodological approach which can accommodate such an inquiry is 
problematised. Part 1 of this study explores the strengths and weaknesses of 
different disciplinary perspectives. The case is then argued for adopting an 
epistemological framework arising from feminist theory for a study which has
as its focus the ways in which women were represented in the cultural product 
of the dance.
Just as dance is missing from discourse on representation so, too, is the music 
hall ballet a much neglected chapter in dance historiography. One purpose of 
this study is to examine that neglect and, furthermore, to reinstate the dances, 
dance makers and performers of the era. The category of 'performers' 
includes not only the principal dancers but also the ballet girls, typically 
marginalised in the dance history of any period.^ The absence of the music 
hall ballet in dance literature, and the character of its presence in a wide 
variety of other sources, offer opportunities for further debate on the nature 
and status of historical documentation.
If, as is the contention of Part I, dance is a unique discourse with its own 
'particular form of language ... its own rules and conventions ... and 
institutions within which the discourse is produced and circulated' (Nead, 1988 
p.4), the relationship between the specificity of the ballet at the Alhambra and 
the Empire and its institutional context is brought into question. In order to 
assess the validity, and the relationship to dance, of the claim that institutions 
and power structures do not just impinge upon but define women's activities 
(Kuhn, 1985), Part II explores the nature of the music hall as a cultural 
institution and the power structures within which the ballet was located. As 
Nead argues
cultural representations are circulated and consumed in specific ways 
and the meanings which they construct are different from those 
produced at other levels of social practice. Visual images have 
particular conditions of existence and are attended by special kinds of 
audience expectations which cannot be neglected or collapsed into 
other systems of representation.
Nead, 1988 p.8
The nature of the specific meanings constructed by the ballet and their 
relationship to the 'special kinds of audience' are the focus of Part III of this 
study. An analysis is undertaken of the ways in which the ballet produced 
certain kinds of images of the dancers. An image, suggests Berger, is
a sight which has been recreated or reproduced. It is an appearance, 
or set of appearances, which has been detached from the place and 
time in which it first made its appearance and preserved.
Berger, 1972 p.9
Berger's characterisation is apposite in that the ballets, through their unique 
symbol systems and particular subject matter, presented various 'sets of 
appearances' of womanhood. In the late Victorian and Edwardian era, 
different roles, status and consciousness separated women of the new and 
distinct social classes from each other as much as they separated women from 
men, with a resultant dualistic view of 'ladies' and 'women' (Davidoff in 
Newton et al, 1983). An analysis is undertaken of the congruence of the 
images of dancers in the ballets with the social ideals embodied in this dualism.
Images of dancers were not only produced by the ballets but also created and 
preserved by those who recorded their perceptions of the dance and the 
dancers. Berger's statement that 'every image embodies a way of seeing' (1972 
p. 10) is useful for it supports the notion claimed throughout this study that the 
dancer's image is dependent on who is seeing her and for what purpose. In 
Part IV it is argued that although a fluid and shifting image was created, only 
certain kinds of perception have become reified as historical fact.
In response to the nature of the subject matter and its inter-disciplinary focus, 
the information presented in this study is not hierarchical in importance. 
Although Part II deals with contextual issues, these are not subservient or 
merely background to the textual analyses in Part III. It is only through an 
exploration of the context of the ballets that their meanings and significances 
can be ascribed. In its synthesis of text and context, this study contributes to 
recent work in the other arts which,
moving away from art historical and literary discussions of style 
and of internal characteristics of works of art, attempt(s) to interpret 
the meanings of these works in terms of the social and ideological 
categories represented in them.
Wolff in Leppert and McClary, 1987 p.8
Similarly, since the dancers' image was multi-faceted, it is these various facets 
and the nature of their inter-relationship which are debated in Parts III and 
IV of the study.
The final Chapter creates a synthesis of the issues of how dancers were 
presented in the ballets; the extent to which these presentations endorsed or 
challenged the ideological status quo, and how these images are enshrined in 
the documentation which defines our history. Thereby, the music hall ballets 
are understood through an analysis of
both texts and artists within the complex system of aesthetic and 
ideological discourses, institutions and structures in which they reside. 
Wolff, 1990 p.U2
Such a comprehension is approached through the particular perspective of 
the writer of this study. As Hutcheon argues,
historiography ... is no longer considered the objective and 
disinterested recording of the past; it is more an attempt to 
comprehend and master it by means of some working 
(narrative/explanatory) model that, in fact, is precisely what 
grants a particular meaning to the past.
Hutcheon, 1989 p.64
The explanatory model employed m this study is that of feminism. 
Consequently, the recording of the past and the meanings given to that record 
are not disinterested, but arise from the personal and political perspective of 
the writer. This study was motivated by my concern to foreground the music 
hall ballet as an historical and artistic phenomenon worthy of attention; to 
articulate the gaps in dance history, particularly with regard to its 'working 
class' female participants, and to expose the patriarchal bias in the recording 
of that history and its legacy of ways in which women have been presented in 
dance historiography. A more general aim of this study is, therefore, to 
challenge dominant notions of what constitutes 'the history of dance'. A 
further incentive was not only an attempt to synthesize a personal interest in 
both dance and feminist studies, but to make a political statement by locating 
dance firmly within the realm of feminist discourse.
Finally, whilst accepting the imperative of feminist research to acknowledge 
the authorial voice (see Ch.l), my own personal voice does not intercede in the 
following presentation. Its absence as a stylistic device does not, however, 
negate its presence as a motivating force for the research presented herein.^
INTRODUCTON
NOTES
1. There were music halls and palaces of varieties in many large
provincial cities, particularly those in the industrialised areas of 
England. However, London was the hub of this theatrical activity, in 
that 'the large collection of theatres and music halls gathered together, 
the amount of capital used in the enterprise, the great number of 
persons, directly or indirectly provided with employment, the multitude 
of all classes of people who attend theatres and music halls of London, 
find no other parallel in any other part of the country.'
(Parliamentary Commission 1892 cited by Jones in Waites et a l , 1982 
p.103)
2. There are many examples of literature which list art and media forms as 
modes of cultural reproduction but which exclude dance. For example, 
Barrett etal, 1979 p.21 specifically cites 'novels, films, painting and 
music'; Wolff, 1983 p.ll refers to the arts, including 'paintings, novels, 
music, film'. See Chapter 1 note 22 for a recent example of Bonner et al 
(1992).
3. The term 'ballet girls' was in common use throughout this, and earlier, 
periods of dance history; it is, therefore, used in this study. See, 
however. Chapter 4 note 39 for comments on such terminology.
4. Case (1988) notes the difficulties of subverting the patriarchal voice of 
'objectivity' by using the personal voice of the feminist historian.
'Since my training and practice have been in this 'objective' voice, I do 
not yet comprehend how to combine a personal voice with discussion of 
such things as historical figures or events' (Case, 1988 p.4). Chapter 1 
addresses this issue in further detail.
PART 1
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
PART I
The key elements of disciplinary theory which inform this study are 
identified in Chapter 1. Such are the complexities of the social construction 
of gender, however, that it is argued that to follow one traditionally 
discrete disciplinary perspective would be inadequate. In order to address 
these complexities and to accommodate the commensurability of the 
disciplines and the necessary synthesis of textual and contextual analysis, a 
case is made for an inter-disciplinary approach. The unifying perspective, 
which provides the rationale for the choice of study area and the point of 
view through which it is mediated, is that of feminism. Chapter 1 concludes 
with an articulation of the pertinent aspects of feminist theory.
As none of the music hall ballets are extant, nor do any of the performers 
survive and the period itself has been much neglected in dance 
historiography, the material for this study consists of written and visual 
evidence drawn from a wide variety of sources. Chapter 2 explores the 
nature of these sources and examines the witting and, most importantly in 
relation to the research area, the unwitting testimony which they provide. 
The gaps and silences in history are also a form of unwitting testimony and 
this Chapter notes and comments on that which is omitted from historical 
and contemporary discourse.
In order to make sense of the sources and the silences, the material is 
interrogated with a view to exposing and speculating upon the general 
ideological perspectives, as well as the personal or critical stance of the 
writers, artists, critics and historians whose views of the world constitute 
its history.
CHAPTER 1
INTER-DISCIPLINARITY, IDEOLOGY AND THE T* 
METHODOLOGIES FOR STUDY
CHAPTER 1
INTER-DISCIPLINARITY, IDEOLOGY AND THE T : METHODOLOGIES FOR 
STUDY
1.0 INTRODUCTION
1.1 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
1.1.1 An inter-disciplinary approach
1.2 FEMINIST THEORIES AND THE ARTS
1.2.1 Feminist theories and feminist research
1.2.2 Feminist theories, the arts and the social 
construction of the gendered image
1.3 CONCLUSION
1.0 INTRODUCTION
In order to investigate how the image of the dancer was produced, received 
and circulated by 'specific historical practices on the part of identifiable social 
groups in given conditions' and, furthermore, how this image bears 'the 
imprint of the ideas, values and conditions of existence of those groups' (Wolff, 
1981 p.49), it is necessary to draw upon a variety of approaches. The most 
relevant disciplines which inform these approaches are history, cultural 
studies, sociology and dance analysis. Each one provides a body of knowledge 
and distinct theoretical concerns which may offer different perspectives on 
the same issues. However, as this Chapter demonstrates, in some cases their 
concerns are commensurate, thus blurring the boundaries of disciplinary 
theory and providing the foundations for the inter-disciplinary approach 
argued for in 1.1.1 of this Chapter.
The perspective, or methodology, which unifies the material presented in this 
study is that of feminism. Harding (1987 p.2) distinguishes between the terms 
'method' and 'methodology'. In this study, conventional research methods, or 
techniques of gathering material, are used, but feminist methodology, 'a 
theory and analysis of how research should proceed' informs how that 
material is used. As it raises the questions and informs or provides the 
answers, feminism not only offers a methodology for research but a resultant 
epistemology of its own.
1.1 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
This study is not primarily concerned with the general history of ballet in the 
halls though an overview of its development needs to be given in order to 
contextuahse the debate (see Ch.3.1). The expansion of leisure time for the 
working classes, the concomitant growth of music hah and the historical 
development of bahet in the music hah programme are relevant to its nature, 
its status and the status of the performers. Whhst this study gives coherence to 
these historical 'facts', aspects of historical theory also inform the approach to 
these 'facts', for historians and other social scientists now problematise the 
neutrahty of historical documentation and
a large part of the historian’s work consists in subverting - or escaping 
from - the categories of thought in which the documents are conceived. 
Samuel, 1981 p.xvii
It is questionable whether it is ever possible to 'escape' from these 'categories 
of thought', for this implies that they are in some way separate from, rather 
than produced by, the texts themselves. However, the bias of the texts can be 
exposed and Chapter 2 examines sources on the music haU ballet with a view to 
such an exposition.
Modern historical methodology, therefore, is alert to the fact that historians 
are writing from a particular perspective and that this perspective is 
conditioned by the social context in which the texts are produced. A pertinent 
example in relation to dance historiography is, as Chapman (1979/80) 
discusses, the making of aesthetic judgements of quality using standards or 
criteria which relate to one period, place or form of dance as if they were 
universal, for 'we are so convinced of the validity of our own aesthetic that it 
is extremely hard to see that its validity is only relative' (p.269). He suggests 
that historians have used classical ballet in its 'high art' context as a paradigm 
by which to judge other forms in other contexts and that the aesthetic of this 
model is specific rather than universal. Similarly, dance has been judged 
throughout the ages in terms of its linear progression towards the apex of 
modem theatrical dance.
The dance historian sets off on a voyage through the past with the 
rudder of his (jsi^ modem prejudices steering his course. He seeks 
significance in terms of what he knows of the theatrical dance of today. 
His explanation of historical development is couched in terms of the 
progressive accumulation of traits similar to the major features that 
make up twentieth century ballet.
Chapman, 1979/80 p.256
Chapman is relating his argument to historians' perceptions of older forms of 
dance but his comments are useful in relation to the music hall ballet, for 
notions of its aesthetic value and its seeming (but as yet unproven) lack of 
significance in a historical continuum have prevented serious consideration 
and recording of the period (See Ch.2).l
Any notion of textual neutrality, therefore, is called into question by the 
omission of general events or phenomena from recorded history. Leisure
10
activities have tended to be ignored as 'an unexplained and scarcely 
acknowledged minor tributary of the mainstream of history' (Bailey, 1978 
p .l). As Chapman suggests in relation to dance, 'high' culture has been a focus 
for study but popular entertainment, seen as of no aesthetic or artistic value 
and even as morally corrupt, has rarely been documented.^ In more recent 
cultural studies, however,
leisure time and its activities are acknowledged as a significant element 
of social experience, whose history is of particular importance in the 
broader exercise of reconstructing the kind of life lived by the ordinary 
people of the past.
Bailey, 1978 p .l
It is also the experience of the 'ordinary people' of the past which has been 
neglected, for history in general has been concerned with kings not 
commoners. Trends in the study of popular culture not only acknowledge the 
significance of all types of human activity and all types of people but try to 
present these activities through the experience of those directly involved.
The major effort is to present historical issues as they appeared to the 
actors at the time; to personalize the workings of large historical forces; 
to draw upon contemporary vocabularies; to identify the faces in the 
crowd.
Samuel, 1981 p.xviii
However, although Samuel is possibly using 'actors' as a generic term, it is 
clear that, in some texts, notions of 'popular culture' actually mean men's 
culture. For example, in Waites etal (1982) the relationship between 
politics and the working class is perceived solely through the idea of men 
as agents in that relationship. There is no mention of women's cultural 
activities and, in the section on music hall, women are only noted in their 
roles as prostitutes and as music haU stars. Their employment in the halls 
and their presence in the audience is not addressed. This study attempts to 
remedy the foregrounding of the famous in dance historiography (see 
Ch. 2) and the invisibility of women as participants in and producers of 
cultural activity, by considering the hves and careers not just of the 'stars', 
but by identifying the 'faces in the crowd' of ah dancers in the bahet. This 
is in accord with more recent history which addresses the lives 'of the 
losers as well as the winners ... of the unsung many as weh as the much 
sung few' (Hutcheon, 1989 p.66).
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The approaches of cultural studies affirm the study of popular culture and 
place the phenomenological approach, that is, how people themselves 
think and feel about their experience and their place in the world, as 
central. They can, as points out, deal not only with 'those cul^^ral
products which have been rejected by the academic establishment' ^ a rre tt  
et al, 1979 p.26) but also 'the products can be studied alongside their 
consumers' (p.27).^ One of the central concerns of the sociology of art is 
the relationship between the dominant ideologies of the 'consumers' of 
certain sectors of society and the artistic products of that so c ie ty N e ith e r  
entertainment nor the arts are isolated phenomena but they reflect and 
refract the values of society: 'performances do not only reproduce or 
display ideologies but contribute to their construction and modification' 
(Bratton in Bratton, ed., 1986 p.xi). It is the recognition that aU aspects of 
culture are ideologically situated which is fundamental to sociological 
theory.
Whether the ballet in the music halls is now labelled 'art' is irrelevant, for 
it was considered to be so in its time. Whether conceived as art or popular 
entertainment, it is open to the same questions. To what extent did the 
music hall ballets reveal the dominant ideologies not only in what they did 
but also in what they did not do? For example, of equal significance to the 
topical subject matter of the ballets such as wars, anniversaries and 
general leisure activities, is the fact that they almost totally neglected the 
equally topical issue of women's role and emancipation (see Ch. 6.1.4).
Before any connection can be made between the ballets and the ideologies 
they produced, it is necessary to examine their specificity as 'historical 
practices' (Wolff, 1981 p.49). Although recent sociological debate has 
called for the integration of analyses of texts and institutions (see Wolff, 
1990) it cannot provide the methodological framework for the analysis of 
the texts themselves. Whilst the study of dance can be approached from 
many perspectives, including the anthropological, sociological and 
historical, a methodology for analysis is required which arises out of the 
dance itself. In relation to music hall performance, Bratton (Bratton, ed., 
1986 p.xiii) suggests that 'ways need to be found to analyse the meaning of 
non-verbal performances'. Dance is clearly a non-verbal performance
12
and analysis of the music hall ballets is particularly necessary as so little is 
known about their characteristics.
Attempts have been made to formulate systems of dance analysis, but these 
have either drawn upon other disciplines, such as an anthropological 
approach in relation to the function of dance in society, or remained at the 
level of movement analysis. Systems of movement analysis expressed in 
notation, rather than the written word, have the advantage of relative 
exactitude in the recording of movement. However, they are problematic 
in relation to the accommodation of the vital contextual information which 
makes sense of the movement.^ In relation to music hall entertainment, 
Bratton (Bratton, ed., 1986 p.xüi) warns of the dangers of any type of 
content analysis objectifymg human activity, in the sense that, if 'designed 
to randomize and atomize into pseudo-scientific objectivity the sampling 
and description of material' it may be 'inadequate to the task of 
understanding so complex a discourse'. In order to avoid the dangers of 
content analysis alone, it is the model offered by Adshead (Adshead, ed., 
1988) which has been used as the basis for analysis of the dances in 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7. This model embraces the relatively objective level of 
description which is directly related to the more discursive and complex 
notions of interpretation and evaluation. It is this comprehensive 
methodology which makes sense of the dance and which enables the 
understanding of meanings and significances of both the work itself, and 
of the work in its wider social, historical and artistic context.
In its most comprehensive application, description of the dance comprises 
the components of actions, dynamic and spatial elements, dancers, aural 
and visual environments, and the inter-relationship of these in and 
through time which gives the dance its form. The second concept, that of 
interpretation, can be considered in terms of the character of the dances 
and this raises significant issues of genre and style. (See Hodgens in 
Adshead, ed., 1988). Aesthetic qualities which have been ascribed to the 
works can be identified although sources on the music hall ballets 
emphasize the moods and atmospheres created by the visual environment 
rather than by the movement or dynamics. It is clearly costume and 
staging which are the significant features of the great majority of the 
ballets but the works can also be considered in terms of their 'other'
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meanings. It is here that dance analysis raises questions about the 
relationships between the works and their cultural and historical location. 
For example, a descriptive analysis may reveal that the movement 
vocabulary of the première danseuse was based on the complex technical 
demands of the danse d ’ecole and that of the corps on simple spatial 
configurations and tableaux. How this difference is interpreted rests not 
only upon a knowledge of dance traditions and dance hierarchies but also 
on an understanding of socio cultural conventions and values, particularly 
in relation to social stratification. Similarly, analysis of subject matter, as 
undertaken in Chapter 6, reUes upon knowledge of the contemporary social 
context. For example, ballets with a patriotic message clearly relate to 
events such as the Boer War and to Victorian notions of patriotism and 
Empire. The fairy tale and pastoral works are more puzzling in their 
contemporary relevance, but a deeper exploration of the period reveals the 
significance of such works in an industrial age. (See Ch. 6.1.1 and 6.1.2).
The third general analytical concept is that of evaluation. Music haU 
ballets were evaluated by contemporary critics in relation to tradition and 
for their intrinsic worth and, later, for their worth (or otherwise) in 
relation to the continuum of dance history. However, as this study 
demonstrates, these judgements were, more often than not, based on 
perceptions of the dancers rather than the dances.
None of the works created during this period survive today and no first­
hand oral accounts are available. Dance analysis, therefore, relies on 
written and visual sources. However,
accounts of dances ... drawings and photographs bring their own 
problems in being open to (mis)interpretation but therein lies the 
interest also, in the point of view that accompanies or is built in to 
the description and interpretation of the dance.
Adshead in Adshead (ed.), 1988 p.20
These 'points of view' reflect the inevitable personal involvement which 
the contemporary writer or recorder brought to bear on the works. This is 
particularly the case when there is no pretence of any objective or 
analytical stance. Sources on the music hah ballets themselves are 
generally either reviews or articles written for entertainment, or 
propaganda as in the case of the morality campaigns. With these ballets, as
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with most dance until recently, there was no attempt to describe their 
constituent features in any analytical sense.
In addition to the elements of selection dictated by the personal motives and 
interests of contemporary witnesses, the researcher also has a particular 
perspective to bring to bear on these sources. In the analysis presented in 
Part III, prime consideration is given to the components and the 
relationships between components which contribute to the construction of 
the image of the dancer. The movement vocabulary, spatial patterning on 
stage, visual environment and certain factors relating to the dancers 
themselves are selected as they most serve the purpose of the study.^ To 
faciUtate clarity of discussion these components are addressed separately. 
Although it is recognized that interpretation is based on the integrated 
aspects of a dance work, such a separation is useful in that it both 
highlights the distinctive characteristics of, for example, movement and 
costume, and also illuminates how those characteristics which are mutual, 
reinforce the composite image of the dancer.
1.1.1 An in te r-d isc ip lin a ry  app roach
Although certain aspects of the aforementioned disciplines can, as 
outlined, contribute to the questions raised in this study they cannot, in 
isolation, illuminate such a complex concept as the gendered image. There 
are many facets of an image and an examination of how those facets are 
constructed, and how they reinforce or contradict each other, necessitates 
an approach which not only draws upon but interconnects the various 
disciplines. The totality of this study is based on WolfPs argument that
the critical analysis of representation has to be integrated with a 
more sociologie^ account of the conditions and institutions of the 
production and reception of those texts.
Wolff, 1990 p.113
Wolff supports her argument by drawing on recent work in the visual arts 
and film. She discusses Griselda Pollock's work on women artists which 
highUghts the inseparability of the patriarchal nature of the art school as 
an institution and the dominant modes of painting, for
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the patriarchal nature of texts and the patriarchal nature of art 
institutions are totally interdependent, and they reproduce one 
a n o th e r /
Wolff, 1990 p.113
She also cites Claire Johnston, a feminist film critic, who has pointed the 
way for film criticism
to go beyond textual analysis to an examination of the conditions of 
viewing - that is, to the question of how texts are interpreted in 
specific historical and social circumstances.^
Wolff, 1990 p.113
WolfPs work may be seen as a reaction against the autonomist approach to 
criticism and also to feminist criticism which attempts to distinguish a 
female aesthetic based solely on textual analysis. With regard to the latter, 
Felski warns against approaching hterary texts with an attempt to 'deduce 
an abstract hterary theory ... in isolation from the social conditions of 
...(their)... production and reception' (Felski, 1989 p.2). Therefore, whilst 
Part in of this study is concerned with textual analysis of the baUets 
themselves, it is an analysis which is firmly rooted in the 'social conditions 
of their production and reception'.
OveraU, this study creates a convergence of disciplines through the 
integration of textual and contextual analysis, and, as Butler expresses in 
relation to her own text, seeks 'to affirm those possibihdes on the critical 
boundaries of disciphnary life' (Butler, 1990 p.xhi). A similar approach is 
taken by Davis, who aims to bring to theatre studies 'five 'foreign' 
methodological approaches with five distinct disciplinary traditions' (1991 
p.xi).9 However, the aim of this present study is not only to consider how 
various disciplines reveal different perspectives on the social construction 
of gender but to inter-relate those perspectives. The purpose of such an 
inter-relationship is not the achievement of a forced synthesis, or a neat 
and tidy package of knowledge but, as the cultural influences on gender 
representation are so potent because of their mutual reinforcement, that 
mutuahty has to be explored. Such an approach is articulated on a general 
level by Barrett who suggests that inter disciplinarity is not a search for a 
'general theory' or an 'integrated perspective' but
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on the contrary, to address the specific 'truths' of the different 
disciplines is to discover not the controlling modernism of a fully 
integrated theory of knowledge, but precisely the reverse - an 
inconunensurability of knowledge that provokes interesting 
reflection.
Barrett in Barrett & Phillips, 1992 pp.214-5
By examining the representation of dancers within the symbolic 
constructs of the ballet, exposing the relationship between their roles as 
performers in these ballets and their personal identities, and reading both 
in relation to the socio cultural context, the critical boundaries of dance 
analysis, history, cultural studies and sociology are merged, but their 
incommensurability is retained. The perspective which, in this instance, 
unites these disciphnes and which has as its essence an inter-disciplinary 
approach, is that of feminism.
1.2 FEMINIST THEORIES AND THE ARTS
1.2.1 Feminist theories and  fem inist research
The fundamental concern of this study is an examination by a woman of an 
activity undertaken by women. The aim is to understand how perception of 
that activity has been influenced by patriarchal ideologies both then and 
now. Traditional theories and bodies of knowledge may provide the 
necessary but not the sufficient conditions for such a study, for history has 
been notoriously biased towards the history of men and cultural studies 
tended towards the male 'actors' experience. Until recently, sociological 
approaches, whether structuralist, phenomenologist or Marxist have also 
tended to ignore women's role and their own perceptions of that role. 
Harding (1987) suggests that knowledge is only legitimated if it is recorded 
by men or is about men's experiences and that
traditional theories have been applied in ways that make it difficult 
to understand women's participation in socicU Ufe or to understand 
men's activities as gendered.
Harding, 1987 p.3
17
There is a distinction to be made between the study of women in history and 
a feminist approach to that study. Early feminist social scientists from the 
1960s attempted to encompass the study of women in history within 
traditional historical models and
in their first attempts to incorporate women into history, historians 
concerned themselves with exceptional women ...(and) ... defined 
achievement according to the standard of the male, public world. 
Greene and Kahn, 1985 p. 13
However,
it became increasingly clear that it was not possible to simply 
include women in those theories where they had been previously 
excluded, for this exclusion forms a fundamental structuring 
principle and key presumption of patriarchal discourse - there was 
no space within the confines of these discourses to accommodate 
women's inclusion and equal participation.
Gross in Pateman and Gross, 1986 p. 191
One major characteristic of a distinctive feminist approach which 
differentiates it from simply a study of women in history is that the former 
embraces methodology as well as subject matter. It not only acknowledges 
women as equally valid subjects for study but raises fundamental questions 
as to how such study can be approached.
Historians of women soon extended their enquiries to the majority of 
women unaccounted for by traditional historiography ... they asked 
questions about the quality of their daily lives, the conditions in 
which they hved and worked ... about their work, their role in the 
family, their class and relations to other women.
Greene and Kahn, 1985 p. 13
No one single theoretical paradigm for the study of women in history is 
offered, for
no one method, form of writing, speaking position, mode of 
argument can act as representative model or ideal for feminist 
theory. Instead of attempting to establish a new theoretical norm, 
feminist theory seeks a new discursive space, a space where women 
can write, read and think as women.
Gross in Pateman and Gross, 1986 p.204
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To define a feminist approach in terms of one single model 'contradicts the 
idea of autonomy, the right to choose and define the world for oneself 
(Gross as above, p. 196). As there is no one 'feminism', there is no single 
emanating theory. However, theories can be characterised, if not 
defined. Gross (in Pateman and Gross, 1986 Ch. 13), for example, outlines 
significant characteristics as:
1. a recognition of the patriarchal values which dominate both 
traditional discourse and its application
2. a recognition of the gaps and silences in discourse
3. an examination of the reasons for these gaps and silences
4. the development of other modes of research even if it means 
using patriarchal texts as a starting point
In summary, feminist theory 'refuses to accept pre-given values of truth, 
objectivity, universaUty, neutrality and an abstract reason' (Gross as above
pp.201-2).
The importance of these ideas for the study of how images of dancers were 
created is evident in the documentation which, produced primarily by men, 
reflects their perceptions of women and women's bodies. The silence in the 
history of dance from both dance and music hall historians, and the gaps 
where the period has been documented need examining, for 'historical 
materials are preserved when it is in someone's interest to preserve them' 
(Smith in Carroll, 1976 p.372). The silence is sometimes deep, as in the case 
of the corps de ballet's own recorded experience, hi this case, that 
experience has to be surmised, for historical research involves 'deduction, 
inference ... and ... symptomatic reading' (Allen in Pateman and Gross, 1986 
p.l76).
Commensurate with current trends in historiography, feminist analysis 
questions notions of objectivity and neutrahty in all documentation. For 
example, the only autobiographical texts in Enghsh from named dancers 
who consistently appeared in the music hall ballets (Kyasht, 1929 and 
Bedells, 1954), whilst written by women about their own experience, are 
clearly written from a particular class and status perspective. As 
experiential evidence they are as valid as any 'objective' history so long as
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their bias is recognized. Similarly, a feminist approach not only questions 
the neutrahty of the text but also the neutrality of the researcher. 
TraditionaUy, historians and other social scientists have prided themselves 
on objectivity, aiming, in this sense, for the status of s c i e n c e . As with 
new approaches to history, which is 'no longer considered the objective 
and disinterested recording of the past' (Hutcheon, 1989 p.64), feminism 
acknowledges its bias and questions the validity of inveterate distinctions 
between subject, the researcher, and object, the re s e a rc h .F e m in is t  
research is not subjective in the sense of being closed to vahdation but 
notions of objectivity and subjectivity, the neutrality of language and the 
neutrality of the researcher are all under scrutiny. Texts are both written 
and received from an ideological perspective and feminism exposes that 
perspective and declares its own.
1.2.2 Feminist theories, the arts and the social construction of 
the gendered  image
This study is informed by the general characteristics of feminist theory as 
outlined above. However, the particular concern is with the social 
construction of gender; body image and gender; and the relationship 
between gender and the representation of the dancers in the ballet. The 
main concepts and areas of debate which serve these concerns are here 
articulated in more detail.
A common factor permeating feminist inquiry is the fundamental premise 
that whilst sex is a biological determinant, gender is socially c o n s t r u c t e d .  
Early feminist and sociological Uterature tended to treat gender as 
unproblematic but more recent writers, such as Butler (1990), raise 
questions in relation to the fixed or free will nature of this construction 
and the complex relationship between sex and gender. The difficulties of 
such a relationship are compounded in the study of dance, where the 
gendered activity is located m the body itself. However, for the purpose of 
this study, gender is not
construed as a stable identity or locus of agency from which various 
acts follow - rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted, 
instituted in an exterior space, through a stylized repetition of acts. 
Butler, 1990 pp.40-1
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Therefore, as de Lauretis suggests, the concerns of feminist inquiry are
to articulate the relations of the female subject to ideology, 
representation, practice, and its need to reconceptuahze women's 
position in relation to the symbohc.
de Lauretis, 1984 p.3 7
De Lauretis is writing from a semiotic approach to cinema but a similar 
stance is taken by Scott in relation to historiography. She advocates that 
historians need
to examine the ways in which gendered identities are substantively 
constructed and relate these findings to a range of activities, social 
organizations and historically specific cultural representations. 
Scott in Weed (ed), 1989 p.95
'Cultural representations' may be examined from the perspective of the 
broad meaning of culture, relating to aU manifestations of a society's 
behaviour, or from the more specific concept of the arts as a mode of 
cultural production. As Barrett claims.
since meaning is negotiated primarily through means of 
communication and signification, it is possible to suggest that 
cultural production provides an important site for the construction 
of ideological processes.
Barrett in Newton and Rosenfelt, 1985 p.73
The important notion here is that the arts do not simply reflect dominant 
ideologies but they are the site for their production. Wolff posits as the 
premise of her book that
art, Uterature and film do not simply represent given gender 
identities or reproduce existing ideologies of femininity. Rather 
they participate in the very construction of those identities ... 
consequently ... culture is a crucial arena for the contestation of the 
social arrangement of gender.
Wolff, 1990 p .l
As with other discourses, a feminist approach to the arts may embrace 
different perspectives. Of crucial relevance, however, particularly
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in relation to the visual and performing arts, is the notion of the female 
body as the site of the construction of the gendered im age/^
Exalted by poets, painters and sculptors, the female body, often 
reduced to its isolated parts, has been mankind's most popular subject 
for adoration and myth, and also for judgement, ridicule, aesthetic 
alteration and violent abuse.
BrownmiUer, 1986 p. 12
Therefore, as de Lauretis elaborates.
the representation of women as image ... and the concurrent 
representation of the female body as the locus of sexuahty, site of 
visual pleasure, or lure of the gaze is so pervasive in our culture ... 
that it necessarily constitutes a starting point for any understanding 
of sexual difference and its ideological effects in the construction of 
social subjects.
de Lauretis, 1984 p.3 8
Whilst de Lauretis suggests that currently
the representation of women as spectacle - body to be looked at, place 
of sexuahty, and object of desire ... finds in narrative cinema its most 
complex expression and widest circulation 
de Lauretis, 1984 p.4
the late Victorian and Edwardian equivalents of the cinema, in the above 
respects, were painting, the theatre and the music hall. Although what the 
female body signifies to a spectator wiU vary according to factors such as 
the social and historical context of its presentation and the sex and 
personal history of the spectator, the notion that 'the cultural significance 
of the female body is not only ... that of a flesh-and-blood entity, but that of 
a symbolic construct (Suleiman, 1986 p.2) is central to a feminist 
approach to the arts of any period or any place. Images of women in the 
arts, whether visual, hterary or performing, are symbohc locations of 
patriarchal ideology. As Stubbs relates with reference to the role of the 
novel in portraying images of women.
images are not an innocent pictorial guide to reahty, a neutral 
mental shorthand which helps us recaU the outside world ... our 
images create the world for us; they shape our consciousness.
Stubbs, 1979 p.vix
22
Thus, images shape the consciousness of the doer and the viewer, the 
performer and the audience.
The patriarchal bias in the shaping of the consciousness of the spectator 
has been explored in relation to film criticism and the concept of 'the gaze', 
first articulated by Mulvey in 1975, has become common currency in 
feminist criticism.^O Copeland (1990 p.28) warns of the dangers in 
transferring the concept too literally from film to dance, for 'any 
wholesale appropriation of her argument fails to acknowledge the very 
real difference between the two art forms'. However, Mulvey's general 
premise is useful. She argues that,
in a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has 
been spUt between active/male and passive/female. The 
determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, 
which is styled accordingly.
Mulvey, 1989 p. 19
Central to Mulvey's work is the Freudian notion of scopophilia, the 
'pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual stimulation 
through sight' (Mulvey, 1989, p. 18). As Dolan suggests.
investigation of the genderized nature of the gaze in representation 
can be usefully applied to the theatre and performance ... the gaze in 
performance, although not as carefully controlled as in fihn, is also 
based in a narrative paradigm that presents gender and sexuahty as 
a factor in the exchange of meanings between performers and 
spectators.
Dolan, 1988 p.l4
Imphcit in the concept of the gaze is a premise which does not belong to 
feminist theory alone but which has significant implications for an 
examination of body image and the performance arts. This is the notion of 
the shifting interpretation of the text, the unstable nature of the 
'meanings' ascribed to a performance. Wolff suggests that any analysis or 
deconstruction of text alone is not sufficient, for 'in the end we cannot 
legislate about effectivity without reference to the specific circumstances 
of readers and viewers' (Wohf, 1990 p.5). It is a basic premise of her book 
that
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whatever the potential readings of a te x t ... only a sociology of 
audiences, readers and viewers wiU tell us what a work will actually 
mean at its reception. (And only a socio-historical approach to 
production will enable us to develop an account of the possible or 
probable meanings of a work in relation to its moment of origin).
Wolff, 1990 p.5
It is not, therefore, simply the activities of women in the arts, either as 
producers or performers, which constitute their image, but how those 
activities are received. Wolff's specific concern is the arts, but it is a 
concern derived from a broad social perspective, as summarised in another 
text by Rosaldo.
A woman's place in human social life is not in any direct sense a 
product of things she does, but of the meaning her activities acquire 
through concrete social interaction.
Rosaldo, 1980 p.400
As Rosaldo suggests with respect to the wider social context and Wolff in 
relation to the arts, the ascription of meaning to the roles of women in the 
music hall baUet does not belong solely to the realm of aesthetics but is the 
result of a complex interplay between the aesthetic and the social, for
to pursue meaning, we need to deal with the individual subject as 
well as social organization and to articulate the nature of their inter­
relationships, for both are crucial to understanding how gender 
works, how change occurs.
Scott in Weed, 1989 p.93
Therefore, in relation to dance, the matter is more complex than Hodgens 
appears to suggest in her statement that
the basic movement material of the dance is impregnated with 
meaning with which the choreographer, performer and audience 
have to come to terms.
Hodgens in Adshead (ed.), 1988 p.65
The role of the receiver or viewer in negotiating the meanings of a text is 
more active and variable than simply having to 'come to terms' with them. 
This notion of the shifting or unstable nature of the meanings ascribed to a 
text is, in part, reliant on the concept of an audience not as a common 
collective but as a group of individuals of dhfermg sex, age, class, race and 
social background, in a specific time and place. Walkowitz claims that as
24
the audiences for the music hall, and therefore for the ballet, from the late 
1870s onwards included not only women but a mixed social grouping,
no clearly hegemonic gender message emerged from these 
exchanges, nor did meanings remain fixed either at the point of 
production or consumption.
Walkowitz, 1992 p.45
However, in order to make any statement about the relationship between 
text and audience, it has to be assumed that there are shared cultural 
meanings; shared understandings of symbols and symbolic structures. A 
recognition of the specificity of audience members does not negate their 
shared ideologies, cultural values and traditions. To refute such a premise 
would invalidate any notion of meaning in the arts at all.
Whilst feminist approaches have been applied to studies of the 
representation of women in literature, painting, film and the media, ballet, 
'surely the most bodily of cultural productions' (Dempster m Sheridan, 1988 
p.37) has, somewhat paradoxically, remained almost exempt from 
analysis.22 Ballet has been entrenched in tradition for so long that its 
values have been accepted as given, as transcendental, and as 'high art' it 
has become almost immune from any analysis other than the superficially 
formahstic or descriptively historical.^3 However, as Betterton (1987, p.2)
argues, 'all cultural forms ... articulate similar ideologies of female 
sexuality' and feminist criticism, therefore, 'undermines old cultural 
categories and makes a radical critique of all forms of representation'. 
Therefore, an examination of the relationship between ballet and the 
visual arts, particularly (see Part III), not only counteracts the impression 
given by many dance history texts that ballet is a phenomenon isolated 
from the other arts, but is essential in order to demonstrate the high degree 
of congruence in the way in which women were represented across the 
arts.
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1.3 CONCLUSION
In common with trends in disciplinary theory, feminism has not only 
'challenged traditional divisions between High Art and mass culture' but 
also 'the compartmentalization of knowledge between disciphnes' 
(Betterton, 1987 p.2). The feminist approach adopted in this study 
intervenes in this compartmentahzation. The disciphnes of history, 
cultural studies, sociology and dance are not discrete but inter-relate both 
in their theory and in their bodies of knowledge. The answers they 
provide are not contradictory, nor is their incommensurabihty violated, 
but they offer different perspectives. It is through an examination of the 
commonalities of meanmgs exposed in these perspectives, meanings 
enshrined in texts and in the institutions that produced and received those 
texts, that the potency of the cultural representation of the gendered image 
is revealed. As a consequence.
by investigating what controls the image and how its power operates 
... feminist criticism can begin to explore the ways in which women 
can produce and take possession of their own images.
Betterton, 1987 p. 15
Three further characteristics of a feminist approach are summarised by 
Harding (1987). These are, that the research is about women, by women 
and for women. This study is clearly about women and if the primary 
evidence of the women themselves is not directly accessible this does not 
invalidate their experience but necessitates speculation, inference and 
guesswork on the part of the researcher. The researcher in this case is a 
woman who declares a bias in her study; an interest in the role and status 
of women in society and how these are culturally determined. It is only by 
examining women's history from the perspective of their own experience, 
with the researcher on the same 'critical plane' (Harding, 1987 p.8) as the 
research topic, that women can claim their story and their contribution to 
the pubhc life of society.
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CHAPTER 1 
NOTES
1. Another potential problem which also relates to the music hall 
ballet, is that by focussing solely on the elite or ’successful' 
manifestations of an art form, this 'discounts the role played by a 
prior set of historical conditions in the emergence of new art forms' 
(Koritz, 1990p.419).
2. For example, Sontag attributes the lack of interpretative criticism in 
film to 'the happy accident that film for such a long time was just 
movies; in other words that they were understood to be part of mass, 
as opposed to high culture and were left alone by most people with 
minds' (Sontag, 1983 p.l02).
3. See Barrett et al, 1979 pp. 25-48 for an overview of various theoretical 
discourses and cultural studies, particularly the relationship 
between cultural practices and cultural products.
4. Sociology and cultural studies have similar concerns; sociology 
supplies an underlying theory and cultural studies emphasises the 
application of the theory to all manifestations of human culture.
5. Movement notation can also be problematic in other respects, such 
as, for example, in its capacity to record the subtleties of aesthetic 
quahties of movement. See Adshead (ed.), 1988 pp. 16-20 and 22-30 for 
an overview of various systems and theories of dance and movement 
analysis.
6. The relationship of the musical accompaniment to the actions of the 
dancers would be of interest, but as there are no extant works it has 
not been possible to explore this aspect of the ballets. Other 
characteristics, such as the overall structure of the works, are not 
examined in detail as they are of less consequence for the purpose of 
this study. To the extent that resources would allow, a 
comprehensive analysis which embraced all features of the works, 
would repay further research. One approach which could be taken 
is a comparative analysis in relation to ballets which were presented 
in other countries during the same period. Another approach might 
be an analysis of the works in relation to the overall development of 
British ballet and the notion of a British 'style'.
7. Wolff is referring particularly to Pollock 1985/6 'Art, art school, 
culture: individuahsm after the death of the artist' in Block No. 11.
8. Wolff cites Johnston 1980 'The subject of feminist film 
theory/practice' in Screen 21 No.2.
9. See also Case, 1988 pp. 114-115 for examples of inter-disciplinary 
borrowings in feminist dramatic theory.
10. Davis exemplifies the point in relation to Victorian actresses in her
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claim that 'historians have tended to focus on actresses that were 
extremely successful, popular and therefore exceptional. The 
variety of practitioners and the bulk of unnotable women has been 
largely ignored' Davis, 1991 p.xiv).
11. Harding has exposed the dangers of the tendency of feminist theory 
to be ethnocentric and reductionist, questioning the 'usefulness of 
analysis that has essential, universal woman as its subject or object' 
(Harding, 1986 p.646).
Tong (1989) gives an overview of several general feminist 
perspectives, including the liberal, radical, Marxist, psycho-analytic 
and post-modern. See also Greene and Kahn (1985) for feminist 
approaches to hterary criticism and Wandor (1986) in relation to 
theatre.
12. The status of science as an 'objective' activity has been open to 
debate. For example, Lawson (1986 pp. 12-13) questions this status 
and concludes that science cannot logicaUy be 'objective' in the 
accepted sense of the term.
13. For an example of such an approach, see Anderson and Zinsser 
(1988) who in the introduction to their text, foreground the T of the 
researcher. See also Jordan (1992 pp.8-9) and Adair (1992 p.l) for 
similar approaches to dance history.
14. Although the 'instability of the analytical categories of feminist 
theory' (Harding, 1986 p.645) is acknowledged, it is not the purpose 
of this Chapter to explore, in detail, the problematic and pluralistic 
nature of these theories.
15. For discussion of the uses and history of the term 'gender', 
particularly in relation to feminist analysis hi history and the social 
sciences, see Scott 'Gender: a useful category of historical analysis' 
in Weed (ed.), 1989.
16. Similarly, Barrett notes a general shift in the appUcation of feminist 
theory, in which 'we see a marked interest in analysing processes of 
symbohzation and representation' (Barrett in Barrett and Phillips, 
1992 p.204). In sociology, such a shift leads away from 'a determinist 
model of social structure ... and deals with questions of culture, 
sexuality and political agency' (p.204).
17. See Wolff (1990 pp.68-9) for a brief overview of some of these 
perspectives in relation to hterary and art criticism.
18. Wolff (1990 Ch.8) discusses approaches to the female body as the 
site of various discourses in relation to feminist cultural pohtics.
19. For example, Simons (1988) examines profile portraits of the 
Renaissance which are 'viewed as constructions of gender 
conventions, not as natural, neutral images' (p.5).
20. A similar approach was taken earlier by John Berger (1972) to the 
visual arts. See Mulvey (1989) for a reprint of her original 1975 
exposition of the gaze and de Lauretis (1984) on the relationship
28
between semiotics and the visual image, particularly film. Fraleigh
(1991) discusses phenomenological questions in relation to the gaze 
and dance. Simons (as above) acknowledges her debt to Mulvey in 
her examination of the Renaissance portrait.
21. An examination of reception theory is beyond the scope of this 
study. As a methodology, it has rarely, if ever, been apphed to dance 
though Garafola (1989) is one of the few dance historians to present 
a socio-historical examination of audiences as a substantial part of 
her history of a ballet company.
22. Such an example of this neglect can be foimd in Bonner et al 1992, in 
which there are analyses of representation and gender in literature, 
the visual arts, television, film, pornography and comedy - but no 
analysis of dance in any of its functions or forms. Daly (1987/8
p.58) offers as one explanation 'dance's inferiority complex as a 
'feminine art'. Any systematic criticism would undermine the 
constant struggle to establish dance as a legitimate art form.'
There are many other reasons for ballet's lack of feminist analytical 
attention, including the fact that, until recently, the great majority 
of writers on the ballet have been men. A further contributory 
factor is that dance has only recently acquired status as a seriously 
considered academic discipline (see Adshead 1981 Chs. 1 and 2). 
Examples of British feminist writing on ballet tend to be found in 
journals such as Dance Theatre Journal. Women's Review and New 
Dance, the latter two of which have now ceased pubhcation. Adair
(1992) apphes a feminist perspective to the subject matter of well 
known ballets.
23. Leppert and McClary make a similar point in relation to music, in 
which they state that 'for the most part, the discourse of musical 
scholarship clings to a rehance on positivism in historical research 
and formalism in theory and criticism, with primary attention still 
focussed almost exclusively on the canon' (Leppert and McClary,
1987 p.xii).
24. An example of recent questioning of traditional categories of 'high' 
and 'low' art, or entertainment, can be found in several essays in 
Leppert and McClary (1987), wherein concepts of 'serious' and 
'popular' music are examined. The collapse of these categories, the 
authors suggest, demands 'a crossover of methods: that is, the 
aesthetic dimension of popular music becomes visible at the same 
time the social and political functions of 'serious' music become 
unavoidable' (Leppert and McClary, 1987 p.xvi).
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2.0 INTRODUCTION
As there is no direct access to the ballets in performance and the dancers have 
rarely been able to speak for themselves, their image is made and mediated 
through the words of others in historical, critical and hterary texts. An 
underlying premise of this study is that language does not simply describe 
reahty but constructs it, for 'language is our means of classifying and 
ordering our worlds; our means of manipulating reality' (Spender, 1980 p.2).
It is the role of language, and also the 'language' of the visual form, which is 
explored in this present study for its contribution to the classification, 
ordering and manipulation of the image of the music hall dancer.
To date, there has been no critical examination of how women were presented 
in the music hah ballets or perceived by writers and artists who recorded the 
period. The sources outlined in this Chapter, therefore, are on the music hall 
ballet itself, for it is inevitably these which provide the material for analysis. 
References to the ballets tend to be found in the general historical and 
cultural studies literature which encompasses period, place and people rather 
than the works themselves. There are few speciahst texts which address the 
bahet directly. For the purpose of this study, written sources have been 
categorized in terms of (i) general literature, which has provided the 
contextual location of the study (ii) dance history (iii) ballet in the music 
halls (iv) autobiography and biography and (v) fiction and poetry.
Much of the unwitting testimony which serves the premise of this study is 
provided by the graphic image of the dancer. As Clarke and Crisp (1978) 
demonstrate, the dancer has been an inspiration to artists throughout the 
years. She, and in the vast majority of cases it is a woman, has been the 
subject matter of paintings, Hthographs, sketches and caricature. In this 
study, it is primarily the sketches and drawings found in theatre programmes 
and newspapers which have provided the most substantial and revealing  
sources. Photographs, which appear towards the latter part of the period 
provide a human face to the generalised graphic image but, as discussed in 
section 2.2, need to be approached with caution. In a study concerned with 
the examination of an image, which is shifting by its nature, these visual
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sources are as significant as the written materials. They, too, reflect society’s 
perception of the dancer, mediated through the artist or photographer, as 
much as they record the reality. They are of value, therefore, both for their 
verisimihtude and for their fiction.
The purpose of this Chapter is to identify important, if not always substantial 
references to the music hall ballet. These sources are discussed in terms of 
their content and usefulness and reference is made, in this and in following 
chapters, to the implications of the 'categories of thought' (Samuel, 1981 
p.xvii) in which they are produced.
2.1 WRITTEN SOURCES
2.1.1 General lite ra tu re
In texts which address the music hall phenomenon as part of the broader 
cultural life of society the ballet tends to receive cursory mention or none at 
all. For example, Bailey (1978) on leisure and class in Victorian England, makes 
a one sentence reference to the ballet (p. 151). Some texts refer obhquely to 
the venues if not to the ballets themselves and such references tend to be in 
relation to issues of Victorian sexual morality. Bristow (1977) on purity 
campaigns discusses the Ormiston Chant case against prostitution at the Empire 
and Pearsall (1983) in an overview of Victorian sexuality, similarly notes the 
Empire for its notorious promenade (see Ch. 3.4 and Ch.9).
When ballet does receive some attention in general history texts, specifically 
in secondary sources which are written well after the period, it tends to be 
misrepresented. Hynes (1968) typifies such a distorted account.
Ballet was a form of popular entertainment, to be fitted into a 
programme between the cychng acts and the performing dogs. No 
full length ballets were danced, and the dancers were more likely 
to be chorus girls than ballerinas.
Hynes, 1968 p.340
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In relation to the Alhambra and the Empire, both of the latter statements are 
erroneous, for the great majority of works were 'full length' (if not full 
evening) and the dancers were certainly not chorus girls (see Ch. 9 for the 
ballet girls' view of chorus girls). Not only are there such errors of fact but 
the whole extract demeans both the ballet and the dancers. Hyne's subsequent 
fulsome praise of Pavlova and the Ballets Russes reflects how the Diaghilev 
period cast the preceding era not just in to the shade but reduced it to near 
invisibility. In this respect, general history takes its cue from dance history 
(see 2.1.2).
Although thousands of women were employed in the theatre and popular 
entertainment (see Ch. 4.0), their numbers were small compared with the 
predominant fields of working class employment such as domestic service, the 
textile industry, manufacturing and later, business and commerce. Texts on 
the hves and employment of Victorian and Edwardian women such as 
Holcombe (1973), Hiley (1979) and Lewis (1984) reflect this fact in their silence 
on women's role in the arts and entertainment. Two secondary source texts by 
Crow on Victorian (1971) and Edwardian (1978) women give a lively and 
evocative popular history of the period with a section on singers and 
commediennes (but not dancers) in the music hah. Brief reference is made to 
Pavlova and her performance fee and Diaghhev is mentioned in relation to the 
influence of Bakst's costume designs on fashion. Again, the indigenous ballet 
is neglected.
A Women's Studies Bibhography of Dissertations in the Arts (Ghbert and Tatla, 
1985) contains no entries under dance, ballet or music hall. Such an omission 
signals the historical status of dance as a scholarly discipline. It also reflects 
the fact that, in the general discourse on women's history, women's special 
contribution to theatre dance, an arena in which they have dominated in 
terms of participation, has been barely researched.
When women's contribution to theatre in general is recorded, there is a clear 
distinction between the so-called 'legitimate' theatre and the music hall.
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Holledge (1981 p.3) in her account of women in the Edwardian theatre, 
acknowledges this distinction, claiming T have concentrated on the legitimate 
theatre rather than the music hall - the latter would need a separate book to do 
it’. That the popular entertainment of the music halls and the 'high art' of the 
theatre were, and are, perceived as two very distinct worlds, even though 
practitioners sometimes crossed from one to the other (see Ch.3, note 3), is 
very evident in the partisan nature of the sources. Such partisanship also 
operates in relation to the activity itself, for 'dancing' is very different from 
'acting' and if the music hall or variety stage is ignored by theatre history 
then it is hardly surprising that the ballet is also.
There is, however, one text which embraces some of the issues raised in this 
present study. Davis' title. Actresses as working women: their social identitv in 
Victorian culture (1991), encapsulates her brief, for her book is an exploration 
of the working lives of these women within an institutional context. She often 
refers to dancers as well as actresses and appears to conflate the two 
professions, even though they were not conflated at the time. The cover of the 
book depicts a dancer, apparently waiting in the wings whilst various dogs are 
performing on stage. Davis is one of the few writers to acknowledge that 
ballet and dance were a significant part of the theatrical scene. However, 
many of her examples are drawn from the early/mid Victorian period, 
particularly her description of ballet costumes (pp. 108-110), where her 
generalised account of the 'universal adoption' of the ballet skirt belies the far 
greater range of costume styles adopted by the corps de ballet from the mid 
1880s onwards (see Ch.5.2).
Davis' book is a key text in terms of its methodology (see Ch.l of this study) and 
in its attempt at both institutional and textual analysis, though the latter is 
primarily in terms of the relationship of costume to the erotic image. (It is 
interesting to note that Davis draws most of her examples for this chapter from 
the dancer, not the actress.) It is also one of the few texts, to date, which 
encompasses the whole range of the theatrical hierarchy, rather than just the 
'stars'. In these respects, Davis points the way forward for theatre, and 
feminist, history. This present study shares aspects of Davis' methodology but 
aims at more of a synthesis between the different facets of the dancers' pubhc
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image. As such, it departs from Davis and refutes the image of the dancers as 
given, attempting to explore its construction and relationship to the actuality 
of the dancers' lives. Such a task was beyond Davis' brief, as she was 
concerned with the 'social identity' of, or the 'pubhc signmaking' (p.l08) made 
by actresses and dancers. However, it is of some concern that by focussing on 
the 'pubhc', the reification of the dancers' sexual image is affirmed.
The present study, whilst acknowledging antecedent images of the dancer, 
places far more emphasis on the texts of the baUets, since it was these that 
were crucial in the production of the image. Therefore, a textual analysis of 
the works plays a far more central role than in Davis' institutionally focussed 
account.
Specific sources on music hah history vary from popular literature which 
chronicles the hves and describes the acts of the stars, often in a colourful, 
journahstic style, to more scholarly accounts offering sociological, feminist or 
socio-linguistic perspectives.^ There is little documentation between primary 
sources and those of Mander and Mitchenson in 1965 and 1968, thus indicating 
the interest in popular entertainment and working class culture which 
emerged from the mid-'sixties onwards. Whilst it is perhaps to be expected that 
general hterature on the period and on the legitimate theatre is shent on 
popular culture and on its creators and performers, even those texts on the 
music hah itself tend to ignore the bahet either in their content and/or in 
their mdexing. A typical example is Green's (ed. 1986) anthology of primary 
source material which not only has a colourful front cover depicting an 
Empire programme featuring its Maîtresse de Ballet, Katti Lanner, but 
contains many valuable references to their experiences of the music hah 
bahet from writers such as George Bernard Shaw, Arnold Bennett and A.J. 
Symons. Curiously, neither 'dance' nor 'bahet' is listed in the index. Hudd's 
(1976) picture guide to the music hah contains a photograph of the Empire 
with Our Crown (1902) prominently displayed as the main attraction, and 
there are also pictures of Fred Farren, dancer and choreographer at the 
Empire, and Anna Pavlova. Even in the face of such pictorial evidence there is 
no comment in the text on bahet or dance. Mander and Mitchenson (1974) 
make reference to the bahet in captions to pictures of the theatres but the
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index of artists omits to mention names such as Genée, Lanner, Farren or 
Wenzel. The sole reference in Cheshire (1974) is to the Ormiston Chant 
morality campaign. In more recent scholarly texts on the music hall, written 
from a cultural studies perspective, Bailey (ed. 1986) refers only to building 
design and Bratton (ed. 1986) is concerned with other aspects of performance. 
Waites (in Open University, 1981) offers a one word note on the ballet being on 
the music hall programme and the only other mention is in relation to the 
Alhambra and prostitution. A whole section on jingoism in the music hall 
ignores the ballet, which is surprising in view of the highly chauvinist 
nature of many of the works (see Ch. 6.1.4).
A reading of both popular and scholarly texts would seem to suggest that ballet 
was not a part of the music hall tradition. Even when there is blatant visual 
and written primary evidence of its existence, such evidence is treated as 
peripheral or ignored completely.^ There are several possible reasons for this 
neglect. It is hkely that music hah historians have not considered that they 
possess the expertise to address such a specialised activity as bahet. Such 
expertise may be perceived to lie not solely in technical knowledge but in the 
abhity to locate the bahet in its dance context. As in its practice so in its 
theory, bahet is seen as a realm for experts. It is also possible that music hah 
historians have not accommodated the grander venues such as the Alhambra 
and the Empire, which no longer overtly displayed their working class 
origins, in their perception of the traditional music hah (see Ch.3). However, 
since the venues themselves are mentioned in many of the texts this cannot 
be the sole reason for the neglect of such a prominent feature of their 
programmes. It is suggested that the neglect of the bahet in music hah 
hterature is due to a seeming paradox, a paradox constructed by present day 
rather than by contemporary views and practice. This is, perceptions of bahet 
as an ehtist art form seem at odds with notions of popular entertainment and 
working class culture. In secondary source material, it is this very 
incongruity which renders the bahet invisible.
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2.1.2 L iterature on dance h istory
As with music hall texts, it would appear that, in general dance hterature, 
primary sources acknowledge the bahet far more readhy than later texts, 
though two very early accounts pay httle heed. Vuihier (1898) leaps from the 
Romantic period to skirt dancing, from Taglioni to Kate Vaughan, while Grove 
(1895), having spent five years studying the history of dancing, visits the 
Paris Opera to find out about the present state of bahet rather than looking at 
the art form in her own country. Two of the most useful accounts occur in 
texts pubhshed towards the end of the music hah period when a more distanced 
but still sympathetic view was taken. Both Fhtch (1912) and Perugini (1915a) 
accord the music hah bahet whole chapters. Writing at the start of the 
'Russian invasion', Fhtch acknowledged the contribution of these ballets in 
keeping pubhc interest alive and he offers criticism that is informed and 
considered.
The first reform that was needed was a more serious study of the 
dancing itself, for the bahet, however interesting the music and the 
scenery, is essentially an exhibition of the dance.
Fhtch, 1912 p.63
Fhtch is a most useful historical text, which offers a sympathetic stance, 
constructive criticism and an attempt to set the bahet m its broad social 
context. Perugini's The art of bahet (1915a). republished with minimal 
amendments as A pageant of the dance and bahet (1935:1946), includes two 
long chapters each on the Alhambra and the Empire, thus making it the most 
lengthy primary source. However, Perugiui lacks the critical eye of Flitch 
and has fulsome but superficial praise for almost ah works and performers. 
Ironically, his enthusiasm for the bahet leads him to ignore the very facet 
which is the focus of later secondary sources. That is, the accusations of 
immorahty in the promenade and m the ballets themselves.^ Thus dance 
hterature protected its own world.
The neglect in the earlier dance texts of the period and the comparatively 
detahed attention given to the music hah bahet in later, but stih contemporary 
literature may reflect the personal artistic (and moral) stance of the writers. 
However, it is also indicative of the development of the bahet during these
37
years, when the contribution of dancers such as Genée had given it not only a 
much greater degree of artistic integrity but also respectabiUty (see Ch.9). If 
Perugini's accounts lack any critical edge, the very inclusion of two lengthy 
chapters reflects perceptions of the contemporary dance scene in 1915. It is 
only later, after Diaghhev and the so-called beginnings of 'British' bahet, that 
this scene is discredited or written out of dance history altogether. The impact 
of the Diaghhev period may have been a crucial contributory factor to the 
neglect of the music hah ballet. It was a period which appears, in retrospect, 
so bright and colourful that its immediate precedent is thrown into its shade. 
Guest notes how personal experience can dictate and thereby distort the 
writers' focus.
The revelation of the Diaghhev Bahet which swept through the 
artistic and intehectual circles of Western Europe has obscured 
the manifestations of bahet which immediately preceded it, for most 
of the writers who have produced the great flood of dance literature 
over the past thirty years were so much under its speh as a result of 
personal experience that they have dismissed what went before as of 
no real interest.
Guest, 1958 p.vih
For example, Haskell, writing when memories of Diaghhev were sthl strong 
and British bahet was establishing its identity, refers to the music hah period 
as a 'lamentable fah' (1938 p.30) in the history of bahet. Neither music hah, 
the Alhambra nor the Empire are indexed; Haskell clearly considers this a 
shameful period in dance history. Subtitling his brief paragraph 'The decline 
of ballet', Lynham (1947) gives far more attention to the period, according it 
several pages at the end of a chapter on The Dechne of the Romantic 
Movement."^ The emphasis, however, is on the composers for the bahet. For 
example, Lynham includes an appendix on Jacobi's music rather than on 
banner's choreography. It is as though, by the 1940s, the status of the music 
hah choreography was subordinated to its music.
It is clear that British writers such as Haskeh and Lynham, who pubhshed 
between the 1930s and 1960s, regarded the music hah period as unworthy of 
attention, an attitude which has been perpetuated in subsequent British and 
American literature.^ The contention that history is about the recording of 
what historians deem to be of value is nowhere more evident than when a
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factual comparison is made between the music hall and the Ballets Russes 
period. In quantitative terms alone, the former was more substantial in 
historical duration, number of works presented, size of audiences and general 
popularity.^ It is salutary to compare the dance historian's treatment of the 
music hall ballet with that of the Diaghilev period, with which it overlapped. 
With the exceptions of Guest (1960) and Fonteyn (1980) most subsequent 
historical texts make scant reference to the period and none at all to the 
people.^ Guest, whose interest is evidenced in other publications (1958; 1959; 
1962; 1992), presents an unanalytical account in which it is axiomatic that the 
context of the ballet dictated its quality.
Ballet flourished and attracted a very large public, but it was a public 
that was seeking light entertainment and so there was no hope of ballet 
rising there to any high artistic level.
Guest, 1960 p.50
Lawson (1964) makes only a brief reference though she is one of the few 
writers to suggest that a possible event for the dating of the start of British 
ballet could have been when Bedells took oyer from Kyasht at the Empire in 
1914. Reyna (1964) and Kraus (1969) each give the period one sentence and 
Kirstein (1971) makes no acknowledgement at all. Sorell (1981) discusses the 
Gay 'Nineties, Loie Fuller and dance at the Moulin Rouge but ignores the vast 
amount of activity on the London stage. Clarke and Crisp, in an unreferenced 
quotation, typify the invisibihty of the music hall ballet and its audiences in 
their comment that
if it can be said that one man took ballet from the thin aristocratic 
stratum of society and gave it to the people at large, Diaghilev was 
the man who did it.
Clarke and Crisp, 1978 p.89
In the hght of evidence presented in the following chapters, such a statement 
is not just misleading, but plainly erroneous.^ Clarke and Crisp (1981 p.235) do 
mention the music hall ballet in a later, popular history but it is not presented 
seriously. The focus is on its sexual implications. For example, 'the ballets 
relied on amazing effects and the naughtiness implicit in any such 
entertainment' and 'the ladies of the corps dressed as soldiers - the 
combination of busby and silk tights was irresistibly funny'. (See Ch.7.1 for
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further comment). It is unwitting testimony such as this which provides 
crucial material for an examination of how an image of period, place and 
performers was, and still is, constructed in supposedly neutral sources.
In the hght of such a lack of awareness of the period in general it is hardly 
surprising that the works themselves take no place in the dance canon. 
Garafola (1989), tracing the lineage of Massine's La Boutique Fantasque (1919), 
refers to restagings of Hassreiter's ballet Die Puppenfee (1888) at the 
Maryinsky (1903) and for Pavlova's company (1914). No mention is made of the 
Empire's 1905 production. The Dancing DoU. a tremendously popular work 
based on Die Puppenfee.
Amongst so much neglect or cursory comment, it is startling to find a text 
which not only acknowledges the music hall period but also one of its foremost 
choreographers. Fonteyn (1980) is a popular history based on a television 
series.^ It is the sole secondary text which attributes Lanner some importance, 
noting that she is a woman who
enters for the first time after such a long succession of 
gentlemen have monopoUsed the creative side of dance.
Fonteyn, 1980 p.294
Even more radically, Fonteyn traces the British tradition back to this period, 
acknowledging the place of the music hall ballet in its lineage.
Lanner was the first link in a chain of female names that leads 
directly to the founding of British national ballet.
Fonteyn, 1980 p.295
Fonteyn's text is an exception, for in the great majority of the hterature, the 
place of the music hall in dance tradition and its contribution to a British 
ballet heritage has yet to be e x p l o r e d . M o r e  significantly, if the period itself 
is invisible or trivialised, then the dancers and their lives are equally so.
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2.1.3 L iterature on ballet in the music halls
To date, no single substantial primary source text has been located which deals 
specifically and solely with the music hall ballet. This is not unexpected, in 
view of the lack of informed contemporary criticism generally. As this 
Chapter demonstrates, sources are to be found scattered in reviews, articles, 
autobiography, biography, fiction and poetry. Such a fragmented pool of 
sources is not disadvantageous to the researcher, however. On the contrary, it 
reveals how wide-spread were shared perceptions and common images of the 
ballet and its performers.
In the light of the neglect by dance historians in general it is hardly 
surprising that only two secondary source texts have been devoted solely to 
the music hall ballet: Guest on The Alhambra Ballet (1959) and on The Empire 
Ballet (1962). In both books the focus is on the dances and the leading female 
dancers. Accounts of the dances describe the narrative, reflecting Guest's 
source material of contemporary press reviews and synopses of the works 
from programmes.^ ^  Almost no attempt is made to relate the subject matter of 
the works to their social or historical context. The revised version (1992) has a 
new introductory chapter with a little more of a contextual perspective, and 
the detailed accounts of the subject matter of the works are most u s e f u l .  
However, the lack of any consistent attempt to relate text and context, and no 
analyses of either audiences or how the context of their production affected 
contemporary or future perceptions of the ballets, results in the presentation 
of the music hall ballet as a hermetically sealed phenomenon which bore little 
or no relationship to the rest of society.^ ^
In The Alhambra Ballet, the corps barely receives mention except for what 
they wore and the fact that they were drilled (p.32). In a monograph of eighty 
five pages, three are devoted to the Empire corps in a chapter telUngly 
entitled 'Backstage Interlude'. (In the 1992 repubhcaUon, this is added to the 
end of a chapter rather than given one of its own.) The premières danseuses 
have no 'backstage interlude', as if any articulation of the conditions of their 
working hves might demystify their status. Conversely, the corps are given 
httle recognition for their contribution in front of the curtain. Both of the
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Guest texts are useful, however, in that they are the only ones to collate 
material on the music hall ballets from a dance perspective. Nevertheless, 
they are concerned with the 'queens' of the ballet and not its commoners, with 
its presenters and not its recipients. An analysis of the type of audience and 
how the ballet was, or might have been, received by that audience is not 
considered. The focus on the ballerinas reflects the preoccupation of many 
dance historians. Guest has acknowledged and is certainly sympathetic to the 
music hall ballet but, as mentioned above, it is presented as unrelated to and 
therefore unaffected by its social context.
A text which appears to address the ballet is Tillett's Victoria and Merrie 
England (1982) which is an account of a work of the same name presented at 
the Alhambra in 1897. However, the focus is on the music which is, perhaps, 
understandable as the monograph is published by the Sir Arthur Sulhvan 
Society. Even so, it does seem strange that the name of the choreographer. 
Carlo Coppi, is not mentioned in the main text at all. The content reveals the 
lack of contemporary critical writing on the dances and the superficial and 
stereotypical judgements on the dancing. It also exempüfies the 
preoccupation with the looks and personalities of the dancers. Whilst at the 
mercy of these sources, Tillett's own comments also reveal a hint of salacity.
For example, he notes that the patriotic sentiment in many works
provided an excuse for the girls of the corps de ballet to 
parade en travestie in the bare essentials of miUtary dress 
while revealing a substantial acreage of leg.
Tillett, 1982 p.7
Imphcit in this account is the notion that the girls had chosen to parade in 
such a manner thus being if not responsible for, certainly aware of their role 
of titillation. Their full complicity is thereby suggested. (See Ch. 7.1 for a more 
detailed examination of this, and similar impUcations, in written source 
material.)
Programmes for the Alhambra and the Empire are scarce in the appropriate 
pubhc retaihng outlets such as book fairs but they can be found in museums 
and archive collections.^'^ They are a rich source of information, illuminating
42
both the context and the productions themselves. For example, the 
advertisements give a limited but evocative picture of some of the 
preoccupations of contemporary material consumption and ticket prices 
reflect the broad composition of the audience. On the front page, lay-out, size 
and style of typography and the actual information chosen for prominence 
indicates the relative importance of the ballet within the overall programme. 
Details of the ballets which were printed in the programmes included titles, 
names of creators and the main performers, and scenes or tableaux. From the 
latter, it is possible to gain a sense of the subject matter if not of detailed 
narrative, though some programmes gave synopses either as part of their text 
or on a separate sheet. Special features of the work were highlighted and 
these tended to boast the size of the corps de ballet, the magnificent costumes 
and the general spectacle. The hierarchical structure of the companies, the 
sex of the dancers and, to some extent, their nationahty, can be discerned from 
programmes.^^ They offer factual information on dances and dancers but it is 
often their unwitting testimony, in the form of lay-out, typography, 
terminology and the very selection of information which provides the clues 
for interpretation by the researcher. In relation to the focus of this study, it is 
the visual content of the programmes which are of as much interest as the 
written. (See section 2.2)
If the programmes provided the 'facts' of the ballets, it was the reviews in 
newspapers and journals such as The Sketch and The Illustrated London News 
which provided the interpretation. Some contributions were by named 
writers such as A.J. Symons ('A.S.'), S.L. Bensusan ('S.L.B.'), Max Beerbohm 
('Max'), Bernard Shaw and Selwyn Image and their accounts bordered on 
general interest articles in which the writers would deviate into personal 
preoccupations.^^ Most reviews, however, were unattributed or signed with 
initials of unknown writers, or pseudonyms. It is safe to speculate that, if the 
writers were specialists of any kind, they were music, drama or general music 
hall critics. Though plentiful in quantity, these reviews are repetitive in 
content. They tend to focus on the story and the staging of the ballet, with 
some clichéd comment on the skills and physique of the principal dancers. 
Such criticism did not, therefore, help to improve the status of the ballet.
Flitch considered that ballet
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had indeed become involved in a vicious circle. Because of its 
vulgarization it had fallen in to disrepute and because of its disrepute 
it was considered demeaning for any serious person to undertake 
criticism which was a necessary condition of its reform.
Fhtch, 1912 p.64
Popular newspapers and journals published general interest articles on the 
ballet as well as reviews of specific works. Another sign of the declining 
interest in the music hall ballet, is that these articles are far more plentiful in 
contemporary publications. Generally written for a popular readership, they 
claim no pretence to scholarship, although writers such as Bensusan, Symons 
or Anstey were undoubtedly serious about their love of the ballet. It is not 
only the content which is important, but the inclusion of these articles in the 
popular journals at all, for they signify the extent of contemporary interest 
in the ballet. As such, they constitute the most useful sources on the period. 
However, as with dance history texts, the frequency of mention of the music 
hall period in the press declines after the 1920s. Before that, the Dancing 
Times published a four part series on the Alhambra by Perugini (1915b-e) and 
since then, an occasional memoir, interview or obituary. However, it is not 
the specialist dance journals which provide material on this period. On the 
contrary, Hke dance books, they appear to have been instrumental in denying 
its existence. An article by Percival in Dance and Dancers (1990 pp. 14-17) 
exemplifies this denial.!^
Although unhelpful in terms of any detailed analysis of the ballets, the 
joumahsm of the period, with its preoccupation with spectacle and the 
dancers' bodies, is a major contributory source in discerning contemporary 
perceptions of the ballet and its executants.
2.1.4 Autobiography and biography
The strength of an autobiographical account is that it offers an inside view of 
events, albeit from an obvious personal stance. For example. Bedells (1954) 
came from a middle-class background and did not rise through the ranks of 
the corps, but her observations on the latter make refreshing, rare and telling
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comment. Whilst Bedells was an exception in that she was neither a foreign 
principal trained overseas nor a member of the corps from the working 
classes, her autobiography gives an inside account of life at the Empire. Her 
defence of the music hall ballets in relation to subsequent dance works is a 
counterbalance to the attack of historians. Most significantly. Bedells speaks, 
if not with the voice of the corps de ballet, at least for them, and her 
observations are returned to as crucial evidence in weighing the fact and the 
fantasy of the dancers' hves. Kyasht also wrote her memoirs, in which she 
devotes two chapters to her experiences as principal dancer at the Empire. 
TelUngly entitled Romantic Recollections (1929:1978), it provides some useful 
information on the social context and the management of the theatre. 
Unwittingly, however, Kyasht reveals the seemingly unbridgeable gulf that 
existed between the top and bottom strata of the company hierarchy (see Ch. 
4.1). It is of interest that neither Bedells nor Kyasht refers to the immediate 
institutional context of the ballet productions, the music hall programme 
itself. This signifies, perhaps, a closing off or distancing of both them and 
their art from such a context.
A further source in which a dancer apparently speaks with her own words is 
that of Confessions of a dancing girl bv Herself (anon., 1913). It has not been 
possible to ascertain whether this is actually autobiography, or whether it is 
fiction, but the general style of writing and muted tone suggest that it is 
authentic. It is interesting to note that, as a working class woman, the author 
is not given the dignity of a name. As SwtndeUs (1985 p.l91) asserts in relation 
to Victorian hterature, 'working class women's autobiography ... does not 
constitute a book, does not constitute literature'. Although written by an 
itinerant stage dancer and not a company baUet girl it is useful in its 
refutation of charges of immorality against the profession as a whole (see 
Ch.9).
Other autobiographies include brief but telhng accounts of the ballet and its 
music hall context. One rather surprising source is Winston Churchill (1930), 
who relates his involvement with the storming of the promenade barrier at 
the Empire in 1894 (see Ch.3.4). Others include Arnold Bennett (1932; 1971); H.G. 
Hibbert (1916) and J.B.Booth (1929). The latter two, both reminiscences of
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London life, constitute key primary source texts. Although viewing the period 
somewhat rosily, they not only evoke atmosphere but they provide a colourful 
yet serious account of the ballet and its performers. Most importantly, they 
are among the few texts which give evidence of the working lives of the baUet 
girls.
The only biography in English on a music hall dancer is Guest (1958) on 
Adeline Genée. Similar in content and tone to the author's two works on the 
Alhambra and the Empire, this text reveals little that is useful either for 
detailed dance analysis or for an insight into the working or personal hves of 
the other dancers. A biography of a priest (Bettany on the Rev. Stewart 
Headlam, 1926) and one on a poet (Beckson on Symons, 1977) typify the pieces 
of the jigsaw which contribute to the overall picture of the period.
Autobiography and biography not only give a human face to the music hall 
ballet and provide a social context which is lacking in other hterature, but 
they offer a counterbalance to the selective and often prejudiced views of 
historians. When the voice of the dancers are mainly shent, the first-hand 
evidence of those who speak for them offers, at the very least, potential for an 
alternative reading of their reified image.
2.1.5 Fiction and poetry
A similar source which gives a flavour of the period as well as possible factual 
information is fiction. For example, Mackenzie's Carnival (1912:1929) is the 
story of a working-class girl who joins the Orient Palace of Varieties, a 
fictional theatre based on the Alhambra. Its sequel. Figure of Eight (1936) 
deals with simhar subject matter. Whhst fiction must necessarily be treated 
with caution, texts such as these are more illuminating of the period, places 
and people than other 'factual' sources. Poetry, seemingly even more removed 
from fact, can nevertheless encapsulate telling detail of the ballet and its 
performers in a line or two. Whilst both fiction and poetry are drawn upon 
throughout this study to corroborate fact, in view of their significant
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contribution to the construction of the image of the dancer, a more detailed 
examination is made of their special nature as source material in Chapter 8.
2.2 VISUAL SOURCES
Both the Alhambra and the Empire presented their programmes in written and 
visual form; the front and back covers, and often the insides, included 
illustrations as well as text. It is testimony to the centrality and permanence of 
the ballet in the evenings' entertainment that these illustrations were of 
images from the ballet rather than any of the other acts. They also reveal the 
usefulness of the female body as, to use current terminology, a powerful 
marketing strategy. These sketches provide visual confirmation of the subject 
matter, dancers' roles and costume. To a lesser extent, for the images are often 
presented in a static pose rather than in mid-movement, they supply evidence 
of the dance vocabulary and spatial design. In these respects, they inform the 
analysis of the ballets undertaken in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. They are of interest, 
however, not only in the clues they give to the nature of the ballets but in how 
the management of the theatres wished to present their dances to the public.
In addition to the ballets themselves, the printed programmes were a central 
instrument of mediation between the purveyor and the recipient of the image 
of the dancer.
Sketches of the ballet can also be found in other sources, particularly as an 
accompaniment to journal articles. They often show the dancer in movement 
and, like the dancer-in-action sketches which comprise some of the covers of 
the programmes, they evoke the vitahty of the ballets and the music hall itself. 
It is interesting to note that, unlike during the Romantic period, the music hall 
ballet does not appear to be the target of overt caricature and the ridicule 
inherent in this mode of representation.
It might be expected that the representation of the dancer in sketches is open 
to artistic licence, but photographs are also malleable of the image. In its 
depiction of the actual physical appearance of the dancer the camera cannot 
lie and perusal of the faces and physical features of the corps, in particular.
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makes a telling contrast to the idealised images purveyed in other graphic 
forms. The individuahty of each performer is startling in comparison with 
their homogenized representation in sketches and in written sources. If 
physical characteristics cannot be changed, however, the composition of the 
photograph can tell other stories. The large majority of pictures were posed in 
the studio or on the stage, for the camera was not equipped to take action 
photographs during the course of a performance. As often as not, the poses, 
particularly of the première danseuse, had only a generalised reference to the 
ballet itself. Chapter 5 explores the eloquence of these poses in relation to 
messages other than their verisimiUtude to the productions.
Visual sources also include music scores, costume designs and paintings.
Several of Wenzel's scores for his Empire ballets are extant and can be found 
in the Reserve of the BibUoteque de L'Opera, Paris (Guest, 1992 p.l02). These 
scores would be of interest not only as a source for the music of the ballets but 
also for any written or graphic annotation. However, as explained in Chapter 
1, the image of the dancer is constructed in the ballets primarily through the 
visual and narrative form. The aural accompaniment to the ballet is, 
therefore, a less significant source for the purpose of this study. Visual 
sources which are far more pertinent include the water colour costume 
designs of Wilhelm for the Empire ballets. So detailed in execution and rich in 
colour are they, that they serve as useful factual evidence. In their 
illustration of the cluttered reaUty of the dancers' costumes they provide 
significant contrast to the scanty depictions in programme sketches.
Although the paintings by Fourain of dancers at the Paris Opera are used in 
Chapter 9 to exemphfy the duplicity of the visual image, the only artist who 
consistently painted the British music hall ballet was Frederick Spencer 
G o r e .  It is a Gore painting of the Alhambra ballet, as seen from the stalls, 
which encapsulates one of the central themes of this study: the relationship 
between performer and audience (see Ch.8).
48
2.3 CONCLUSION
The act of categorising sources has revealed two significant characteristics of 
the material. Firstly, that the dance hterature, the speciahsed focus of which 
might have been expected to provide the most useful information, is not only 
the most limited in its attention to the period but also tends to be most distorted 
in its reporting. It is the wide variety of different and sometimes unexpected 
sources categorised under 2.1.3 which provides the most substantial and useful 
information. Secondly, the very act of considering primary and secondary 
sources reveals the changing perceptions of the status of the ballet in that the 
closer to the period the material was written, the more seriously the author 
took the subject matter.
The sources available are hke pieces of several jigsaw puzzles which need 
interlocking and superimposing. Many of the pieces are in the form of 
unwitting testimony or are circumlocutory in their focus. Almost ah the 
primary source material is created by men. The dancer herself has a smaU 
but, in the face of so much contradictory evidence, resonant voice. The gaps 
in the puzzle are wide; in terms of the dance more is assumed than explained 
and in relation to the dancers other than the ballerinas it appears that very 
httle has been recorded at ah. It might be suggested that the monopoly of 
British dance history by male bahetomanes has resulted in the neglect of the 
working class history of dance and the working class women who populate it.
Visual sources are of equal significance to the written word and, as such, they 
are useful in relation to both a detailed examination of the ballets and for the 
other messages they encode. Sometimes they corroborate written evidence but 
often they counter it. like ah the sources examined in this study, there is an 
inherent contradiction between the fact of the dancers' professional and 
private hves, and the fantasy of the representation of those hves.
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CHAPTER 2 
NOTES
1. Disher (1938) is an example of a journalistic account. Examples of 
scholarly approaches include Waites (Open University 1981) and Bratton 
(Bratton, ed., 1986).
2. In the same way that British ballet historians tend to study the art form 
as a discrete phenomenon, unrelated to the rest of society in general or 
the arts in particular (see Garafola, 1989 pp.xii-xiii), so other 
disciplines tend to ignore ballet, or any theatre dance, as a significant 
cultural activity.
3. Perugini merely mentions that the Empire was closed 'owing to the 
intervention of the County Council' (p.282). He omits to aclcnowledge 
that this intervention was the potential withdrawal of the Empire's 
hcence as a result of the Ormiston Chant campaign against prostitution 
in the promenade (see Ch. 9.1).
4. The celebration of contemporary events, inventions and other glories 
of the age which formed the subject matter of many of the ballets, and 
the use of these inventions in the productions, might suggest that the 
music hall ballet was as close to Modernism as it was typical of the Neo­
romanticism of the period. Its possible role on the cusp would make an 
interesting topic for further research.
5. The ballet historians of the 1930s-1960s who were, in the main, 
responsible for the neglect of this period, had little if any first hand 
experience of the actual performances. Haskell (1935 p.l88) speculates 
'I imagine that the Empire ballet was choreographically, musically and 
artistically negUgible', whilst Beaumont (1940 p.3), who visited the 
Empire with his father, was fascinated more by the promenade than by 
the stage performance. Bedells, who would be expected to have a 
different perspective, regrets the negative tone of such criticism: 'How 
I wish the critics and balletomanes of today could have seen that 
production of Copoelia at the old Empire. They would know then that 
ballet in England was flourishing long before Diaghilev was heard of 
here' (1954 p.l5).
6. The music hall ballet lasted for approximately thirty years and the 
Ballets Russes, under Diaghilev, for twenty years. One hundred and 
forty one new works were presented from 1884 onwards by the 
Alhambra and the Empire jointly (Guest 1992 Appendices A and B); 
seventy one works were made or restaged by the Ballets Russes 
(Garafola, 1989 Appendix C) though not all of these were presented in 
Britain. The Russians performed in limited seasons to an eUte audience, 
though in their early London seasons the opera was far more popular 
than the ballet with both critics and public (Garafola, 1989 Ch.ll). Music
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hall productions ran nightly for six months and more to houses of very 
mixed social background.
7. See Chapter 4, note 4 for an example of how a text has 'written out' the 
music hall performances of the première danseuse Phyllis Bedells.
8. Garafola (1989) also makes such an assertion in dating Britain's popular
audiences back to Diaghilev. Parry (1990) disputes Garafola in her 
suspicion that 'the real, broad foundation of Britain's ballet going 
pubhc was laid during the Second World War'. Both Garafola and Parry 
overlook the fact that there was a very broad popular audience for 
baUet well before Diaghilev and, as popular songs quoted in this study 
demonstrate, there was a consciousness of the baUet well 'down' the 
social class scale. Parry's review of Garafola also perpetuates another 
misconception. She attributes the failure of The Sleeping Princess 
(1921) to the fact that the pubhc 'could not endure a three-act classical
ballet in place of the brief modem works Diaghilev had trained them to
appreciate'. Although further research would need to be undertaken 
on the composition of audiences, it must be noted that it was possibly not 
Diaghhev who had trained them to appreciate shorter length works, but 
they had been seeing short works in the music hahs for the 
previous thirty years.
9. It is, of course, open to question whether the inclusion of this material 
can be attributed to Fonteyn herself or to the British Broadcasting 
Corporation researchers.
10. The chauvinistic claim that the baUet was not 'English' because of its 
foreign ballerinas and high ratio of foreign, or apparently foreign, 
artistic collaborators cannot be upheld. The Romantic baUet in London 
in the 1830s and 1840s had an almost entirely foreign input and the 
inception of British ballet, which is generally dated from the 1920s, is 
attributed to an Irish woman and a Pole (and predominantly foreign 
teachers), yet both historic periods are extensively documented. Like 
other primary sources. Booth (1929 p.23) acknowledges the Empire as 
'the home of an English ballet', but its place, like that of the Alhambra, 
in the development of British ballet has not so much been disproven as 
ignored.
11. Guest (1992 p.38) acknowledges the difficulties which face the historian 
when relying on contemporary criticism.
12. Guest's two texts were amalgamated and republished as one in 1992, 
having been revised to a greater (the Alhambra) or lesser (the Empire) 
extent and with the addition of an introductory chapter. The general 
content, as described here, remains unchanged.
13. Guest is not alone in this isolation of the dance from its broader context. 
American historians such as Sorell (1981), Jowitt (1988) and Garafola 
(1989) are more successful in this respect than their British 
counterparts. It must be noted, however, that Guest is an 'amateur'
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historian, one of the 'British school' to whom Garafola (note 2 above) 
refers.
14. A substantial collection of programmes can be found in the Theatre 
Museum, London archives. Other sources include the Victoria Pubhc 
Library, London and the Mander and Mitchenson Theatre CoUection, 
Kent.
15. The practice of changing the names of British dancers to those which 
sounded 'foreign' was practised, though not yet common. See 
Chapter 4.2 for further comments on discerning nationality.
16. Shaw, particularly, used the ballet to proselytise his aversion to the 
reigning ballet aesthetic of form over expression. He was also engaged 
in a public feud with the Rev. Stewart Headlam, who was a staunch 
defender of the ballet (see Ch.9.1).
17. Percival dates the birth of 'British' ballet to the first night of the 
Camargo Society's performance in London, October 1930. He also 
suggests that Giselle had not been seen in London since the mid­
nineteenth century whereas it had, in fact, been produced at the Empire 
in 1884.
18. Walter Sickert was also attracted to the music hall but, unlike Gore, he 
did not record the ballet.
19. Such a situation is now recognised, if not remedied, in recent hterature. 
For example, Adair (1992 p.83) notes that 'ideaUy I would prefer to 
discuss the conditions and expectations of the majority of women 
dancers at any given time. However, these are not recorded in the 
dance scores and early dance writings. So, whilst I write ab o u t... the 
famous names that automaticaUy associate women with dance, it is 
important to remember that for each one of these there were many 
others who had their own inspirations, dreams and work structures.'
PART II
THE MUSIC HALL AND THE BALLET
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PART II
The network of institutional relationships and hegemonic practices within 
which the image of the dancer was produced and circulated, is examined in 
Part II.
In Chapter 3, the traditional music halls are characterised in order to 
contextualise the specific circumstances of the production and reception of 
the ballet at the Alhambra and the Empire. As it is argued that a significant 
aspect of these circumstances was the moral reputation of the music hall, and 
that this reputation compounded the historically ascribed moral image of the 
dancer (see Ch.9), this Chapter concludes with an examination of the 
relationship between morality, the music hall and the ballet.
In Chapter 4, the internal structure and composition of the house ballet 
companies are investigated and an identification is made of the dancers, their 
background, training, working lives and professional relationships. This 
material has value in that such detail has not previously been presented or 
collated in any systematic manner, nor has the notion of theatre dance as 
'work' been seriously addressed. Moreover, it is only against such an 
examination of the hierarchy of the companies, which mirrored that of 
society, that the differentiated images of the ballerinas, the ballet girls and the 
en travestie performers as presented in Part III can be interpreted and 
understood. It is also by acknowledging the reality of the dancers' lives, and 
placing that reahty against the fantasy world of the ballets and the 
perceptions of those who recorded the ballets, that the image of the dancer can 
be explored for its authenticity or its fiction.
CHAPTER 3
BALLET AT THE ALHAMBRA AND THE EMPIRE
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3.0 INTRODUCTION
Queen Victoria had reigned since 1837 and although she had become more of a 
recluse than an active monarch her Golden (1887) and Diamond (1897) Jubilees 
were celebrated with due recognition for all the 'achievements' of her reign. 
Industrial development at home and colonisation abroad had made Britain a 
tremendously powerful nation, not only in economic and military terms but 
through the dissemination of rehgious and social values and customs. The 
Boer War of 1899-1902 dented the nation's confidence and this, together with 
the psychological significance of the end of a millennium; the death of Queen 
Victoria in 1901 and the accession at long last of her son Edward VII disrupted 
complacency. There was a sense of the old passing and the new beginning and 
the period is characterised by strong but contradictory feelings of pessimism 
and optimism. As Darwinism had exposed fundamental flaws in traditional 
notions of man's relationship with God and the research of social reformers 
such as Rowntree and Booth brought into question man's relationship with 
man (women were not considered to have had much of a relationship with 
anyone, except their families), rehgious, pohtical and social ideologies began 
to crumble.
The late Victorian and Edwardian age emerges as a time of tremendous change 
in behefs, values and customs. 1 The fact that the heyday of the music hall 
embraces this period from the 1880s to the outbreak of the First World War is 
no coincidence. For the working classes, there was an increase in leisure time 
and disposable income. Many of the aristocracy, freed from the constraints of 
mid-Victorian court life, made a pastime of pleasure. Those who had become 
wealthy through trade and commerce comprised a new plutocracy. For a 
golden sovereign, a man could
dine weU wherever he pleased and after his wine and cigar would 
still have enough to pass him in to the Empire or the Alhambra, or 
drive him to his club.
Booth, 1929 p.22
(As discussed in Ch. 4.4, a 'golden sovereign', or approximately one British 
pound sterling, would have been the weekly wage of a ballet girl.)
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The relaxation of constraining and repressive social values and customs were 
manifest in the 'gay 'nineties'. Life was far from 'gay' for a great number of 
people but the period did seem to represent a nation letting out its breath, 
having held it for so long. J.B.Booth, who took an active part in London life, 
chronicles it with fondness.
The nineteenth century closed in national prosperity and its last decade 
had been one of fierce interest in literature, in art, in the theatre and 
in life. Life was extraordinarily vivid, it had a gusto, a savour; there 
was an intense craving for the new.
Booth, 1929 p.28
Paradoxically, as Read (1972) suggests, 'serious' theatre and music were at their 
lowest ebb, but there was plenty of music, song and drama of a kind being 
created in the music halls, and
it was the creative vitahty of the music hall, in comparison with the 
legitimate theatre, which was its attraction.
Felstiner in Green (ed), 1986 p.47
Sorell makes a similar observation:
It was at the Alhambra in London or smaUer dance hahs in Vienna 
where ... the intehectual elite could find the fascination and vibrations 
of life that the commercial theatre did not offer.
Soreh, 1981 p.302
It is within this context of moribund traditional art forms that Perugini (1946 
p.261) could make the claim that the bahet in the music halls was 'among the 
few vital forms of art during the later years of the nineteenth and earher 
years of the twentieth century.' Fhtch encapsulates the ambiance of the time 
and its manifestation in the dance. As the century came to a close,
the older formal and unhasting rhythms tended to break up; the pace 
quickened; the tranquihty which the nineteenth century had carried 
over from the eighteenth had disappeared in the excitement of the 
fin de siecle spirit. Something of the change of the social spirit was 
reflected in the dance.
Flitch, 1912 p.91
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3.1 THEATRE OF THE PEOPLE: the English music hall
3.1.1 An h istorical overview
Although the term music hall is used as if describing a single phenomenon it 
is difficult to generalise about its nature, so varied were the halls in size, 
programme, clientele and atmosphere.  ^ There was, however, a clear 
distinction between the halls and the so-called legitimate theatre in origins, 
ethos, programmes and performers though many of the latter did cross from 
one to the other.3 It was the holding of a certain kind of hcence, granted by 
local magistrates and, later in the period, by the local authority, that 
distinguished music hah from theatre though the legal status of the acts 
presented in the hahs was often difficult to define. ^
Waites (Open University, 1981) suggests that the origins of music hah can be 
traced back to the 1830s and 1840s when three types of entertainment were 
brought together by enterprising pubhcans or 'caterers' to enhance sales of 
food and drink. These were the ah-male song and supper rooms; the 
makeshift, free and easy entertainment given by and for amateurs in pubhc 
houses, and bands of travehing players who performed at fairgrounds. Ah of 
these have their own historical heritage but it was their formal management 
and presentation which distinguished the start of the hahs.
Charles Morton is credited with the opening of the most famous of the early 
hahs which he buht in 1852 adjacent to his public house, the Canterbury Arms, 
in London. The term 'music hall' originahy referred to the music hah of a 
tavern or pubhc house. Moreton funded the entertainment by charging for a 
refreshment ticket, a system adopted by many of the burgeoning halls in 
London and in provincial cities. The sale of drink was therefore inextricably 
connected to the provision of entertainment, a connection which was largely 
responsible for the disreputable status of the music hah throughout the 
remainder of its history (see section 3.4 and Ch.9). The hahs developed apace, 
varying in size and atmosphere from concert rooms in the local tavern to 
large, purpose built or converted venues. However, from 1878 changes in 
safety laws for places of pubhc entertainment, such as the statutory
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requirement for safety curtains and adequate exits, led to a decline in 
traditional venues and also in the spontaneity and informality nurtured by 
more basic facilities. A new class of entrepreneur evolved (see section 3.2.4) 
and the music hall became commercialised; what had originated as a form of 
entertainment by and for the working classes became increasingly 
professionalised as both producers and performers drew apart from the class 
whose experiences they appropriated but no longer shared. Although the 
larger music halls, or palaces of varieties  ^ were an off-shoot of the halls 
proper, by 1890 Anstey was able to distinguish four types of London music hall 
as:
the aristocratic variety theatres of the West End ... the smaller and less 
aristocratic West End halls ... the larger bourgeois music halls of the less 
fashionable part of London ... (and) ... the minor music halls of the poor 
and squalid districts.
Anstey, 1890 p. 190
By the outbreak of the First World War music hall in its conventional form had 
declined and by the Second World War even the variety theatres had lost to the 
competition of cinema and broadcasting.
3.1.2 Programmes, perform ers and  audiences
Waites outlines the commonsense perception of music hall entertainment as
an evening of comic and sentimental songs, rendered by solo 
performers, possibly with the audience invited to join in the 
chorus by a master of ceremonies, and the music programme 
given variety by knock-out comedians.
Waites in Open University, 1981 p.43
The emphasis throughout most of music hah history was on song interspersed 
with dialogue. Many artists adopted songs which became their trade-mark and 
these, together with a distinct language and characterisation, comprised the 
artists' stage identities. The larger hahs were able to present more spectacular 
acts such as trapeze artists, conjurors or tableaux vivants. ^ Some hahs ran 
two shows a night, others a continuous evening of acts. A programme from 
the Tivoh in 1892 hsts twenty eight different 'turns' (Disher, 1938 p.23).
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Researchers have attempted to analyse the content of music hall programmes 
most specifically through the libretto of songs and the stage persona of the 
performers. Waites suggests that the music hall legitimated the status quo of 
working class life
precisely because it was shorn of relevance to their economic and 
political struggles. Where it was not nakedly conservative, music hall 
instilled a political quiescence by presenting late nineteenth century 
urban life as immutable.
Waites in Open University, 1981 p.75
Whilst rooted in one of the lower strata of a highly inequitable class system, 
working class music hall was far from radical. The upper classes, or 'toffs' 
were depicted with fondness rather than with resentment. In songs and in 
character roles, and particularly in the topical baUets (see Ch.6.1.4), the 
different social classes were juxtaposed but the place of each was never 
questioned.
Dance was frequently on the programme though it is not always possible to 
discern its character as artists were often billed, for example, as 'serio-comic 
and dancer'. The Tivoli programme mentioned above lists three of these, plus 
an American Serpentine Dancer and a Transformation Dancer.^ Clog or step 
dancing, which derived from working class family tradition and was 
performed mainly by men, was often part of a performer's act or a feature in 
itself. Other forms included jigs, hornpipes, eccentric dancing and precision 
dancing produced by John Tiller.8 Bratton (Bratton, ed., 1986 p.l08) suggests 
that the attraction of the dance in female acts in mid-Victorian England was as 
a 'leg show', this 'being an obvious form of subsexual display in a crinolined 
society'. Later, the even more overt 'leg show' of the can can made its 
appearance, as did skirt dancing.
Barker (1987 p.40), writing on dance in the provincial music halls in the 1850s 
and 1860s, notes that 'despite the category of 'operatic dancing' claimed by 
some saloon artists, there is Httle trace of anything approximating to ballet 
dancing as we know it'.^ However, baUet was presented from the 1860s, not by 
individual artists but by the in-house companies of the large provincial and 
London music halls and palaces such as Her Majesty's, Drury Lane, the
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Coliseum and the Hippodrome. It appeared as part of the mixed programme; in 
some form of musical entertainment or in pantomime. Eventually, it became 
an 'act' in its own right. The two palaces which became renowned above all 
others for their productions of the ballet were the Alhambra and the Empire, 
where ballet was featured as the main attraction for over thirty years.
The rapid expansion of music hall, as outlined in 3.1.1, gave rise to 
opportunities for a large number of amateur artists to achieve fame.^^ These 
amateur and part-time performers eventually gave way to, or adopted the 
status of, professionals as programmes and presentation became more 
sophisticated. Eventually, a circuit of established artists developed and the 
new ease and speed of transport enabled popular artists to perform at several 
halls on the same night and also to tour the provinces, enabling them to 
become 'national' stars.
Whilst actresses in legitimate theatre were fighting for recognition and status 
on a par with actors (see HoUedge, 1981), women, from the 1880s, had a well 
established and frequently starring role in music hall. Performers such as 
Marie Uoyd, Vesta Tilley, Jennie Hill and Lottie Collins became household 
names. Music hall was a rare avenue where women could make public their 
creative talents and lead independent lives. Part of their acceptability, 
however, was their distancing from the audience by costume and stage 
persona. Their clothes were either exotic or ornate, bearing little 
resemblance to the working class apparel of the time. They were often girlish 
or ingenue  or, as the ultimate in distancing, the performers based their acts 
on cross-dressing. The cross-dressed, or en travestie performer, made an 
essential contribution to the music hall ballets (see Ch.7).
The hves and careers of the stars, particularly the women from a working 
class background who had achieved success, were often mythologised at the 
hands of middle class male joumaUsts and historians whose
presentation of those working class women who achieved the 
prosperity and comfort offered by success as performers is 
semiotically complex, seeking to incorporate a phenomenon
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potentially challenging in both class and gender terms.
Bratton in Bratton (ed.), 1986 p.92
Using Jenny Hill as a case study, Bratton examines how Hill challenged both 
class and gender and how commentators dealt with that challenge by
using manoeuvres by which the most talented woman could be 
defeated in her attempt to take an independent place in the patriarchal 
institution of the music hall.
Bratton in Bratton (ed.), 1986 p. 110
Part III of this study investigates the extent to which the ballets did not 
challenge, but reinforced, traditional norms of class and gender.
The popularity of the music hahs is indicated by the words of a song which 
included the hnes.
And Td bring her to see the music halls 
Every Saturday night.
Pearsah, 1983 p.74
These lyrics signal not only the frequency of attendance but the fact that the 
audiences were mixed. It is not possible, as it would be today, to ascertain how 
many people attended the hahs but the rapid expansion in the number of 
venues, their increased seating capacity, their significance in popular 
folklore, the attention given to them in the popular press and contemporary 
testimony such as the above song, all bear witness to their level of 
p o p u l a r i t y .  Even those who would never have contemplated the idea of 
setting foot in a music hall, such as Rose Macauley's highly respectable, staid 
and staunchly middle class fictional Grandpapa, were aware of their product:
Grandpapa was more stirred ... by the alarming increase of female 
bicychsts, and by the prevalent nuisance of that popular song,
Ta-ra-r a-boomdeay. '
Macauley, 1986 p . l l l
Music hall was the first form of mass entertainment in the sense that it 
attracted not only large numbers of people but, in its later manifestation as the 
palaces of varieties, audiences from across the class spectrum. Initially,
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audiences were composed of the working classes, specifically the urban 
working class.^^ With the increasing commercialisation of the halls came 
respectability and they began to be patronised by a far broader clientele.^ ^  
Flitch attributes the changing composition of audiences in the palaces to the 
ballet:
it was largely owing to the b a lle t... that these houses were 
hfted into another atmosphere and began to attract a class 
of audience that would never have entered Leicester Square 
to see a variety show.
Flitch, 1912 p.62
However, whilst audiences for the larger halls were cross-class they were, as 
they had been for some time in the theatres, segregated inside the building by 
virtue of seating arrangements and differentiated ticket prices.
It is, perhaps, the fact that a non-traditional audience of intellectuals, 
bohemians, artists and the middle-classes frequented these larger houses 
which has led to recent researchers in the general area of music hall to 
deflect their attention, treating them as different phenomena rather than as a 
development of the traditional halls.
The clientele of pubhc houses and the audience for travelhng players included 
women but most of the song and supper clubs were for men only.^^ However, 
by the 1880s groups of single working girls began to attend the halls without 
male escorts, a reflection of the growing social emancipation of the late- 
Victorian woman and her ability to earn and keep an independent wage. By 
1901, Selwyn Image noted of 'dainty maidens and sober matrons' that
today we ask them both to come along with us to these once 
despised, suspected entertainments: and how pleased they are.^^
Image, 1901 p.465
Notions of the music hall as a working class male preserve are belied by the 
fact that the sex and social class composition of audiences varied according to 
the period, venue, location and the time of performance. However, in general 
terms, the audiences for music halls large or small, traditional or new, were 
predominantly men.
62
3.2 IN FIT AND SEEMLY LUXURY: ballet a t the Alhambra and the
E m pire
Whilst many of the traditional music halls remained as such, the influence of 
entrepreneurial management resulted in the development of 'the aristocratic 
variety theatres of the West End' (Anstey, 1890 p.l90).^^ It was in the unlikely 
environs of these variety theatres that the ballet resided, latterly as a feature 
of pantomime or as an 'act' in its own right. Therefore, ballet was not absent 
from the London stage after the Romantic period of the 1830s - 1850s, nor did it 
suddenly reappear with the Russians in the second decade of the twentieth 
century. Although a characteristic production style developed during the 
music haU period (see Part III), aspects of the ballets such as their subject 
matter, and the training and careers of the principal dancers and the majority 
of the choreographers, demonstrate that the roots of the ballet can be firmly 
located in the Romantic era. The ballet was, therefore, part of a lineage, but 
that lineage has been unexplored by dance historians (see Ch.2.1.2).
3.2.1 The dance context
In western Europe, ballet had reached a height of popularity during the 
Romantic period of the 1830s and 1840s.l^ In London, Jules Perrot produced a 
series of ballets and divertissements for Her Majesty's Theatre and all the 
renowned Romantic ballerinas performed in the city. Two revolutions, the 
French and the Industrial, had precipitated the change of subject matter of the 
ballets from mythology and allegory to more direct representations of 
humankind and human dilemmas. Changes in fashion enabled the dancers to 
wear less restrictive costumes and this, in conjunction with technical 
developments such as pointe  work and increased turn-out, facihtated more 
mobility and an increasingly fleet style. Ballets tended either to reflect the 
developing interest in other countries and other peoples by presenting 
'national' dances which were more evocative of style than accurate of step, or 
to present as metaphor the psyche of the artistic elite of a generation 
fascinated by its own soul and its own restless spirit. These ballets, now 
synonymous with the Romantic era, presented the natural and the
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supernatural, reality and dream, the commonplace and the ideal. The roles of 
women in the ballets often included the stereotypes of the 'girl next door', the 
spirit/seductress and the malevolent a v e n g e r . ^ O  Off-stage, dancers were 
perceived with similar ambivalence and the ballet itself was regarded as both a 
high art form peopled by stars of impeccable virtue and a rather dubious 
activity for young women wanting to find a wealthy patron. The hthographs 
and caricatures of the period reflect this dichotomy of connotation.^ ^
In time, Victorian sensibilities, which reflected the attitudes of the Christian 
church in its suspicion of anything relating to human bodies and sexuahty, 
shunned the ballet and it disappeared from the stages of Her Majesty's Theatre 
and Covent Garden. Between the 1850s and the 1880s there was some ballet to be 
seen on the London stage but there were few choreographers or dancers of 
note working in Britain. The epicentres of ballet had moved from western 
Europe to Denmark and Russia. In Denmark, the Romantic tradition was 
perpetuated by Boumonville and the role and status of the male dancer was 
reinstated. Didelot, a French dancer, choreographer and teacher, went to 
Russia between 1801-1811 and again from 1816 when he laid the foundations of a 
ballet that incorporated the expressiveness of the French school, the technical 
virtuosity of the Itahans and the amphtude and athleticism of Russia’s own 
folk dance traditions. Marius Petipa, also a Frenchman, became ballet master 
of the Imperial theatres in Russia from 1862-1903, when he mounted works 
which had topical events as their subject matter and comprised sections of 
classical divertissements, tableaux, mime and folk dance. In their general 
subject matter, style and spectacle the ballets of Petipa would not seem entirely 
dissimilar from those being presented concurrently in the British music halls.
It would appear that ballet during the latter half of the nineteenth century 
shared production values and also the common artistic value, deriving from 
the Italian danse d'ecole, of virtuosity over expression. In other respects, such 
as their international and supernatural themes, the music hall ballet owed it 
heritage to the Romantic era. There is, however, another historical legacy, 
which the music haU ballet also inherits. This is the legacy of the moral image 
of the dancer (see Ch.9.2).
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3.2.2 An historical overview of the Alham bra and the Empire
Detailed histories of the Alhambra and the Empire can be found in Guest (1992). 
This text includes appendices of the ballets and their choreographers, 
designers and composers, and also of the principal dancers who appeared in 
the ballets. The following is a brief summary of the main developments in 
relation to the ballet at each venue.
The Alhambra, opened as the Royal Panopticon of Science and Art in 1854, was 
converted to a music hall with a stage and proscenium arch in 1860. When 
Frederick Strange took over the management in 1864 he announced that 'the 
EstabUshment has been adapted to Lyric and Terpsichorean Art' and
one of the great attractions will be the productions, upon a scale 
of unexampled magnificence, of a Grand Ballet, supported by 
artists from the chief Theatres (sic) at home and abroad, 
anon., 1864 p.l6
It was the ballets that resulted in trouble with the licensing authorities after 
claims that they contained 'pantomimic action', thus contravening the music 
and dancing only laws. After a fire destroyed most of the building in 1882, it 
reopened as the Alhambra Theatre Royal and the following year, having 
regained its music and dancing hcence, it reverted to a music hall. From 1884 
onwards the two spectacular ballets which were presented in each programme 
were the prominent attraction: 'the main and distinctive feature of the 
entertainment is the ballet divertissement, for which all else is scarcely more 
than pudding' (Anstey, 1890 p.l91). In total, eighty ballets were presented at 
the Alhambra between 1884-1912. Carlo Coppi, an ex-principal mime from La 
Scala and experienced ballet arranger, was responsible for nineteen works 
between 1891 and 1902. His predecessors were Joseph Hansen and Eugenio 
Casati; on Coppi's retirement Lucia Cormani, Alfredo Curti and Elise Clerc 
succeeded him. The composer and music arranger who made the most 
substantial contribution was Georges Jacobi who collaborated on thirty-five 
consecutive works between 1883 and 1896, plus several before and after that 
period. Unlike the Empire, which promoted Adeline Genée, the Alhambra
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never retained a permanent première danseuse but presented a series of 
dancers mainly from the Itahan school.
After the first decade of the twentieth century public preference for revue 
and the growing popularity of the Russian dancers contributed to the decline 
of indigenous ballet at the Alhambra and its last 'in-house' work was presented 
in 1912. However, its connection with ballet was not severed and a Ballets 
Russes season was given in 1919 and again in 1921 when Diaghilev presented 
his production of The Sleeping Princess to British audiences. The theatre 
continued to house the ballet sporadically with a highly successful Ballets 
Russes de Monte Carlo season in 1933, the National Ballet of Lithuania the 
following year and the René Blum company in 1936. Later that year the 
theatre closed its doors for the last time and the building was demolished to 
make way for the Odeon cinema which stands on its site today.
A second Leicester Square theatre, the Empire, opened its doors to the pubhc in 
April 1884 with a production of an operetta, Chilneric. The theatre borrowed 
Bertrand, an ex-bahet master from the Alhambra, to arrange the three ballets 
incorporated in the operetta. A review of one of these succinctly captures 
both the production and the journalistic style of the period. It describes,
an electric ballet of Amazons ... fifty beautiful ladies, arranged 
in armour of exquisite design and performing various brilUant 
evolutions with a precision and grace worthy of utmost commendation, 
anon., 1884a p.U
Chapter 5 explores the significance of reviews such as these which were 
consistent in both style and content throughout the period.
In 1884 Bertrand mounted productions of Coppelia and Giselle but without great 
acclaim. Having tried traditional ballet, burlesque, operetta and farce the 
venue failed to find a formula for success and, with its application for a music 
and dancing licence at first thwarted by the rival Alhambra, a new 
management team was brought in and from 1887 it reopened as a music hall 
under the name of the Empire Theatre of Varieties. The opening programme 
included two ballets, Dilara and The Snorts of England, which presaged the 
Empire's commitment to ballet and to the presentation of works with
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traditional and topical themes (see Ch.6). Katti Lanner was engaged to arrange 
these opening works and it was she, one of a creative triumvirate with Wenzel, 
composer and music arranger, and Wilhelm, designer, producer and librettist, 
who made by far the most substantial contribution to the venue's ballet history 
(see 3.2.3).
The Empire's greatest asset, from 1897-1907, was the première danseuse Adeline 
Genée (see Ch.4.2.1). After Genée's retirement, the Empire had the foresight to 
look to Russia for its next ballerina, Lydia Kyasht.^^ The fact that the 
management sent an agent to St. Petersburg signifies not only their 
knowledge of the international dance world, but also a sense of their own 
importance within it. The Empire also nurtured the first English première  
danseuse, Phyllis Bedells, and presented Malvina Cavallazzi, an ex-dancer 
turned mime, whose dramatic skills dictated the tone of a major part of the 
repertoire (see Ch.4.2.1).
Ballet was undoubtedly the main attraction on the Empire programme. The Era 
(anon., 1887b p.l6) notes that in comparison with the two ballets presented,
'the variety entertainment seemed to be regarded by the audience ... as 
subordinate to the spectacular portion of the evening's amusement.' Also 
included in the review was that among the rest of the 'evening's amusement' 
(and typical of the acts on offer in the larger palaces) were a gentleman who 
imitated other music hall singers, a juggler who incorporated a trapeze- 
swinging poodle into his act, some aerial gymnasts and a contortionist. A 
publicised performing donkey did not appear. Such was the context of the 
ballet on the music hall programme.
From its first production in 1908, revue became a major part of the programme, 
outdoing the ballet and variety acts in popularity. The last in-house ballet was 
presented in 1915, but the theatre maintained its dance connections with 
seasons by Russians dancers. In 1924, Balanchine appeared in a short 
divertissement and soon afterwards, Massine and Trefilova presented a 
programme. In 1927 the theatre closed and the building was demoUshed to 
make way for a cinema. However, it was not the end of ballet at the Empire for 
it featured there in revue in the early 1950s. A different genre concluded the
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Empire's connection with dance when in 1963 half of the building was 
converted to the Empire Ballroom and it remains as such today.
3.2.3 The makers of the ballets
Biographical information on the choreographers, designers and composers of 
the ballets is scarce; as the period itself has been written out of history, so too 
have the people. The difficulty of finding information is compounded by 
the fact that two first points of reference, the various editions of Who Was Who 
and the Dictionary of National Bioeraphv only list British subjects and most of 
the creators of the ballets were f o r e i g n .^ 4
Wolff (1981 p.9) argues that the premise that art is socially constructed does 
not imply, with regard to its individual creators, that 'biographical, existential 
or motivational aspects' need to be taken into account but that 'practical 
activity and creativity are in a mutual relation of interdependence with social 
structures.' In the case of the choreographers, musical directors, designers 
and librettists of the music hall ballets, the following brief overview exposes 
their artistic pedigree, the basis of their 'practical activity and creativity', and 
thus supports the analyses presented in Part III. It does not imply, however, 
their individual, conscious agency in the construction of the dancers' image 
but it is a further revelation of the complex social and artistic structures 
which comprised the institution of the music hall.
The term 'choreographed by' was rarely used in printed programmes. Works 
were usually 'arranged', 'devised' or 'produced'. This indicates not only a 
change in terminology which evolved during the twentieth century but also 
an evolution of the role and status of the choreographer. In the music hall 
ballets, as in pre-twentieth century ballet generally, the principals and solo 
character dancers would frequently arrange their own dances. It would 
appear that the ballet master or mistress arranged the corps and small group 
dances, co-ordinated the structural and visual relationship between these and 
the soloists, and had a variable input into the dances of the l a t t e r .25 Printed 
programmes did not always clarify who was responsible for which aspects of
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the choreographic input and even when specific names were given, these 
could be misleading.26
The Alhambra and the Empire employed in-house ballet masters and mistresses 
who were responsible for all the works presented during their tenure. In 
total, eight choreographers made works for the Empire, of whom the most 
prolific was L a n n e r .2 7 a  renowned dancer and mime who had worked with 
choreographers such as Paul Taglioni and Boumonville, she was described by 
Wilson (1974 p.297) as 'an important figure in English ballet, forming a direct 
link between the Romantic era and Adeline Genée.' Lanner arranged thirty 
six ballets for the Empire alone, and her work received consistent critical 
acclaim.
banner's successor at the Empire was Farren, a character and eccentric dancer 
who had made his career on the London stage.^^ Bedell's description of her 
own professional relationship with Farren illustrates the nature of his role as 
arranger of the ballets.
Farren himself had very little pure ballet technique, but he had a 
decided flair for making individual dance arrangements and fitting 
these together into a plan of work. I would plot out my own dances to 
the music I was given, and then take what I had done to him for 
criticism. He would add a touch of his own here and there and 
incorporate my material into the whole.
BedeUs, 1954 pp.35-36
Farren is worth mention for the fact that his lack of a ballet background was 
an exception; most of the other Empire choreographers such as Bertrand, 
Alexander and Adeline Genée, Kyasht and Espinoza had their professional 
training and performance careers in the danse d'ecole. A similar artistic 
pedigree belonged to the Alhambra ballet masters and mistresses, some sixteen 
of whom were employed throughout the period. Most prolific of these was the 
Itahan, Coppi. Others included his compatriots Casati, Pratesi and Curti. The 
debt to the Itahan school is evident in Perugini's tribute to Curti, who
studies the art of Bahet... composition on the traditional hnes laid down 
by the virtual founder of the Milan school. Carlo Blasis ...He brought to 
bear on his work as composer of Bahet a theatrical experience and wide
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artistic culture akin to that of Blasis himself.
Perugini, 1946 p.233
A biographical examination of the great majority of the Alhambra and Empire 
choreographers reveals their shared, traditional artistic pedigree and the 
common denominator of a dance vocabulary based on their training in the 
Italian danse d'ecole.^^ It would appear that these London venues were a 
perfectly acceptable part of the international ballet circuit and employment 
in them did no harm to future careers.^^ Perugini (1946 p.20), in a discussion 
of the importance of dramatic story in ballet, cites the work of, among others, 
Noverre, Blasis, Perrot, Taglioni, Mme. Lanner, Wilhelm, Curti, Fokine and 
Massine. In Perugini, at least, the music hall choreographers take their place 
in what was perceived to be the most illustrious of company.
Both the Alhambra and the Empire employed in-house musical directors whose 
role was to compose the new music for ballets, to select and arrange existing 
scores and to rehearse and direct the theatre orchestra. The use of pre­
existing scores was not unusual in musical theatre or ballet. This, and the 
composition of 'formula' music comprising a series of social dance pieces such 
as waltzes, polkas, etc., was one of the traditions against which Fokine rebelled 
(Fokine, 1914). Although the musical directors tended to come from 
respectable professional backgrounds and were highly regarded within their 
field, in the eyes of some contemporary observers, their status was not equal to 
the composers of concert music.^1 Again, the printed programme can mislead, 
in this case by obscuring the actual music used. For example, Jacobi is credited 
with the music for Don Tuan (Alhambra 1892) but an account of a rehearsal for 
this ballet mentions how he 'makes a mixture of Mozart and himself trickle 
from his melodious fingers' (Mayhew, 1892 p.62).
Jacobi was the most prolific composer/arranger for the Alhambra and Wenzel 
for the E m p i r e . ^ 2 As would be expected in the fight of career opportunities for 
women in music, all of the musical input was made by men, with the exception 
of Dora Bright who created several works at the Empire and elsewhere for her 
friend Adeline Genée (Guest, 1958 p.88) It is almost certain, however, that 
unlike her male contemporaries, she never conducted the orchestra in public 
performances of the b a l l e t s .
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As Chapter 5 demonstrates, the role of the designer for the ballets was crucial, 
for the success of the latter was judged as much, if not more, on the spectacle 
created by colour, costume and effects as on the dancing itself. The role of 
designer appeared to relate to costume design; sources are ambiguous on not 
only what the sets comprised but on who was responsible for them.^4 most 
productive and admired designer, who worked for both the Alhambra and the 
Empire, was William Pitcher, known professionally as C. Wilhelm.^^ It is not 
known why Pitcher changed his name but it can be speculated that, as the son 
of a shipbuilder and a self-trained draughtsman, a foreign sounding name 
might have given him more credibility. Wilhelm was responsible for the 
designs of most of the Empire ballets between 1889 - 1915. As a recognised 
artist, he was elected a member of the Royal Institute of Painters in Water 
Colours in 1919.^  ^ His contemporary at the Alhambra, Monsieur Alias, had a 
lower public profile, though both designers were assiduous in their research 
for and reproduction of period and national costume.^ ^
The large-scale and spectacular productions necessitated a team of backstage 
technical and craftspeople with diverse responsibilities. Mayhew (1892 p.61) 
indicates that in addition to the costumier. Alias, there was a scenic artist, a 
property man, a stage carpenter and a person in charge of special effects, 
called the 'machinist'.
A characteristic of the music hall ballet was that it was not unusual to have the 
narrative progression of the works devised by someone other than the 
choreographer, for a detailed plan of action was prepared before the 
choreography was embarked upon. For most of the Empire's ballet history, 
this overview of the work came from Wilhelm in his triple role of designer, 
scenarist and supervisor of the overall p r o d u c t i o n . ^  8  whether a detailed 
scenario was conceived by the choreographer, by another in-house 
collaborator or much more rarely, by an external source,^^ before any work 
commenced it had to be submitted for approval to those who made the final 
decisions. These decisions were the prerogative of the theatre management. It 
was the managers, or the board of directors, who commissioned the ballets and 
it was they who initiated or approved their subject matter.
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3.2.4 The m anagem ent of the ballets
The growth in the size and complexity of the music halls was due to a new 
breed of entrepreneurial manager who changed the economic basis of the 
system. By the 1890s, the music halls had become 'big business', owned by 
shareholders who were represented by a board of directors. Increasingly, 
these boards incorporated commercial interests in the form of accountants, 
sohcitors and businessmen and management of the music hah evolved from 
the individual, very personal style of the 'mine host' or 'caterer' to that of the 
absent magnate. However, although the economic organization had changed, 
the managers of the large halls had been nurtured in the entertainment world 
and they maintained a personal intervention in the programmes of their 
venues. They were powerful in two ways, for this intervention embraced 
artistic as well as general management d e c i s i o n s I t  is only by 
acknowledging the theatrical pedigree of these powerful businessmen that the 
degree of their involvement in the actual ballets can be comprehended.^!
Although some managers have been credited with a very specific artistic 
input into the ballets, the degree of their involvement has not been 
foregrounded in the hterature.^^ It is only comments such as the following, 
in which the contribution of the designer of the ballets is discussed, that the 
extent of the management's influence is revealed:
He ...(the designer)... is, of course, subject from the first to the fiat 
of the manager, or the directors of the theatre, not only in respect of 
the subject matter of the ballets but also, of course, in regard to those 
plans and arrangements which affect the general expense of the 
undertaking.
'S ', 1898 p.372.
It might be expected that the 'general expense' would come within the 
management's remit but it is significant that the subject matter of the ballets 
was also initiated or approved by them. Similarly, the many duties of Hitchens, 
when manager of the Empire, included the fact that he 'Hstens to new ballet 
music' and 'studies the design of new costumes' (Belfort, 1902 p.236). What is 
crucial from the perspective of this study is not only the influence of
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management on the themes of the ballets but also their conscious prioritising 
of the production value of spectacle. The music halls, as commercial 
operations, had to attract and please their audience. The Alhambra and the 
Empire were great rivals in their ballet productions and, as the theatre 
programmes demonstrate, both 'sold' their works on factors such as the size of 
the cast and the 'special effects'.
An example of the dominance of commercial interests is the presentation of 
ballets with topical themes which were produced with a particular audience in 
mind (see section 3.3 and Ch.6.1.4). As Jacobi's comment that these works were 
'inevitably vulgar' ('A.S.', 1895, p.77) reveals, they were not the result of any 
artistic choice made freely by the choreographers, composers, librettists or 
de signer s . T h e  choreographers of the ballets brought with them their 
artistic heritage but it was the management who decided how this tradition was 
to be presented to contemporary audiences. It is significant that a sketch of 
the curtain call after Don Tuan (Alhambra 1892) depicts the choreographer 
Coppi, the composer/music arranger Jacobi, the costume designer Ahas, and 
Hollingshead, the Alhambra manager (Mayhew 1892 p.69). Likewise, the 
success of Britannia's Realm (Alhambra 1902) was described as 'another great 
triumph for Mr. C. Dundas Slater' (Belfort, 1902 p.236). Dundas Slater was the 
theatre manager. Fhtch laments the lack of an artistic imperative during this 
period, for
there had been a time when the foremost men of letters and 
composers had shared in the production of the ballets. Now its 
direction was left to the music hall manager. The result was 
necessarily a vulgarization of the ballet.
Fhtch, 1912 p.63
As Harrison notes in relation to visual images of the Victorian period,
with only a handful of exceptions, all visual images were created 
by men, whether they took the form of oil paintings, book, magazine 
or newspaper Ulustraüons, cartoons, advertisements or even fashion 
plates.
Harrison, 1979 p.78
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Although Harrison omits to mention the ballet, it, too, was a visual image 
created in effect, if not in detail, by men. As the following section 
demonstrates, it was also created for men.
3.3 AN ENGLISHMAN'S CLUB: audiences, the music hall and the
b a l le t
In dance hterature the popularity of the music hall ballet with audiences is 
almost totally overlooked. Even Garafola, one of the first writers to make a 
serious study of the receivers rather than just the producers and purveyors of 
dance, mentions the music hall but ignores the popularity of the ballet within 
it. In relation to the Ballets Russes, she comments that,
not since the romantic era of the 1830s and 1840s had ballet attracted 
so huge a following ... before the advent of the Ballets Russes it was said 
that ballet was for children and old men.
Garafola, 1989 p.xii
Not only did the Alhambra and the Empire have huge audiences for their 
ballets, but these comprised many others besides old men (and children did not 
appear to frequent the halls at all unless there was a programme especially 
designed for them). Belfort (1902 p.236) observes that 'aristocrats, artists, 
bourgeois, students, provincials, foreigners and 'the man in the street' form 
component parts of the Empire public'. It may be argued that ballet was only 
part of the programme and that the audience was a general rather than a 
specific ballet audience.44 However, primary sources are unanimous in 
suggesting that ballet was the main attraction on the programme, though it 
must be noted that the sale of 'rover' tickets enabled people to walk around the 
theatre and there were a large number who frequented the bars and the 
promenades who paid little attention to the entertainment on stage.45 
Nevertheless, each ballet usually played for a minimum of six months in 
theatres which had official seating and standing capacities of 2336 at the 
Alhambra and 1726 at the Empire, as well as reaching audiences in other 
venues.'^^
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The place of the ballet as part of the cultural life of London was well 
recognised. A popular song about a deserter from the Salvation Army included 
the lines:
Sister Ria, Sister Ria of the Army soon began to tire 
So she sold her tambourine 
Now she's nightly to be seen 
Dancing in the ballet at the Empire 
(1895)47
In W. Somerset Maugham's Liza of Lambeth. Liza entertains the street crowd 
with the challenge,
talk of the ballet at the Canterbury and the South London.
You just wite (sic) till you see the ballet at Vere Street,
Lambeth - we'll loiock 'em.
Maugham, 1934 p.8
It is difficult to imagine the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden today being referred 
to with such famiharity in such a social context.
As Belfort (above) suggests, audiences for the ballet at the palaces were not 
solely of working class origin. The apparently contradictory elements of 
increased respectability yet still risque connotations and the famed 
promenades (see 3.4) drew a new audience from a far broader social class 
background.
Hitherto, the halls had been almost exclusively patronised by a class 
composed mainly, if not exclusively, of the lower and middle grade of 
society, that huge section of the pubhc comprehensively summed up 
in the term 'the people'. Now, however, wealth, fashion and ton became 
attracted to these handsome palaces of amusement, and in the grand 
saloon of the West End halls the most prominent and distinguished 
representatives of art, literature and the law mingled nightly with 
city financiers, lights of the sporting world, and a very hberal 
sprinkling of the 'upper crust', as represented by the golden youth of 
the period.
Stuart and Park, 1895 p.l91
In one of the most evocative descriptions of the Empire promenade. Booth 
notes how this part of the theatre served as a meeting place, 'the cosmopolitan 
club of Empire ... for the cognoscenti, the men of the world'.^8 gg reminisces,
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and as one looks back, the soft ceaseless murmur of voices once again 
rises; the blend of cigar smoke and faint scents once more fills the 
nostrils; once more the duchesses trail back and forth with faint 
swishing of silk.^9
Booth, 1929 p.l47
However, when ’weary of the soft, ceaseless movement and murmer of the 
promenade' the gentlemen could descend to the stalls, where
in vast peace and comfort, one can watch great dancing in fit 
and seemly luxury. One did not eat caviar out of a winkle saucer.
Booth, 1929 p.l47
A large number of patrons, part of the 'cosmopolitan club', were home from 
the colonies, for the Empire palace, particularly, was
something more than a mere music hall ... it was ... an Englishman's 
club, an Empire club, famous wherever Englishmen fought, worked, 
adventured. Britishers prospecting in the Klondyke, shooting in 
jungles, tea-planting in Ceylon, wherever they fore-gathered in cities 
of Africa, Asia and America would bid one another goodbye with a 'See 
you at the Empire one day when we're back in town.'
Booth, 1929 p.142
The apparent incongruity between the artistic pedigree of both the arrangers 
of the ballets (see 3.2.3) and the principal performers (Ch.4), and the 
presentation of ballets on jingoistic themes so popular around the turn of the 
century can be largely explained by the composition of this new audience. As 
suggested in section 3.2.4, the choice of themes for the ballets rested with the 
management of the venues and their main concern was to accommodate the 
interests of their patrons.
The ballet was popular with royalty and the aristocracy who not only invited 
ballerinas to perform in their private houses but who actually visited the 
halls.5^ Anstey observed that at the Empire,
most of the men are in evening dress and in the boxes some ladies, 
also in evening costume, many of them belonging to what is called 
good society.
Anstey, 1890 p.l90
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It is clear that women of ’good society' began to frequent the palaces, though 
there was still a stigma attached to the outing. Lady St. Just remembers seeing 
Genée, 'I think at the Alhambra':^!
It was in those days a music hall, and my father disapproved of my 
going to an entertainment of that kind. I remember being smuggled in 
just as the short ballet started, and out again as the curtain fell.
St.Just in Haskell (ed), 1957 p.62
Most visual sources of the Alhambra and the Empire promenade audience 
depict the men in full evening dress and top hats, an image confirmed by 
Booth (1929 p.l46) who noted that anyone wearing a bowler hat would be 
relegated to the circle rather than the stalls.
On Boat Race night the Empire theatre was very popular, particularly with 
undergraduates and the youth of the upper classes. These occasions became an 
excuse for celebration which verged on rowdyism.
A serious performance that evening was almost impossible amid the 
tumult of the revelling audience and there had been an occasion when 
Genée could bear no more of it and walked off stage in offended 
protest.
Guest, 1958 p.76
Although Garafola (1989) attributes the growth of an intellectual and artistic 
audience to the appearances of the Ballets Russes in London, the music hall 
had been drawing such an audience before the Russians arrived. As 
mentioned in section 3.0, it was the halls that drew the intellectual ehte, and 
'poets and painters were caught by this music hall life as if it were a world 
apart, which in many ways it was' (Sorell, 1981 p.302). 53
The ballet was an unparalleled world apart, and its exotic subject matter, 
colour, spectacle and erotic connotations attracted artists and writers. In 
Chapter 8, the response of these writers is examined in detail for their 
perceptions of the ballet and its performers is a significant factor in the 
production of the dancers' image.
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Although the ballet drew an audience varied in social class, occupation and, 
perhaps, motivation, most reviews of the works demonstrate the lack of a 
knowledgeable public or body of critics. Flitch (1912 p.65) suggests that the 
artistic ’indifference of the British public was at once the cause and the excuse 
of the indifferent performance of the British ballet.' However, Perugini 
acknowledged the eventual growth of a more discriminating and discerning
audience;54
London audiences now began to regain an appreciation of the technical 
basis of the Dance and Ballet which they had lost in the dead period of 
the preceding fifty years. Thus, they were enabled the better to 
understand the Russian Ballet when it eventually arrived and achieved 
instant success.55
Perugini, 1925a p.ll77
The fact that there was an audience who took the ballet seriously is endorsed 
by Booth, who claims that, whilst the aficionados were 'grateful ... for the 
fragrant pale blue mist of cigar smoke that gave an air of dreaminess to the 
glowing visions on the stage', they were also there because 'for them the 
whole attraction lay in the hope of the creation of an English ballet.' (Booth 
1929 p.136)
In view of the conflicting evidence, it is difficult to ascertain how informed 
the music hall audience was about the ballet; it is probable that they were not 
dissimilar from an average commercial theatre audience throughout history, 
which comprises those who go to be entertained and are obhvious of the 
traditions, techniques and skills of theatre and those who are interested in 
these matters. As Symons notes, lovers of the ballet became so for many 
reasons,
from abstract interest in dancing, from concrete interest in dancers, 
from a general liking for gorgeous spectacle and from a real taste for 
the beauty of the picture in motion.
'A.S.' 1894a p.557
In general, it would appear that in many respects the audiences for ballet in 
the music halls were not dissimilar from those in the Imperial theatres in
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Russia during the same period; conservative, happy with what they 
recognised and seduced by s p e c t a c l e . 5 6
Although the prominence of ballet on the programme eventually changed the 
male/female ratio of the audience for the palaces (Flitch, 1912 p.62), these 
audiences were predominantly male. Most significantly, it is their perceptions 
which are recorded. It is also the perceptions of an elite; of the writers, poets 
and critics of the time. Rarely are the reactions of the general audience 
recorded though the unattributed newspaper critics may come closest. With 
the exception of women hke Bedells, who viewed the ballet from a professional 
stance, how the women in the audience received the ballet is neither 
documented nor speculated u p o n . 5 7 Because the ballet was viewed and 
recorded by men, it is through their vision that the image of the dancer has 
been inscribed. As argued in Part III, it is an image which is charged with 
connotations of sexuahty and sensuahty. Such connotations were imbued in 
the institution of the music hah itself.
3.4 PROMENADES AND THE PUBLIC: the m oral context of the ballet
Traditional music hall had always suffered from a disreputable name, 
particularly in the perceptions of the middle classes. As discussed, the haUs 
had their origins partly in the entertainment of the taverns, the epitome of a 
culture above which a whole social class of Victorians were, in their 
hierarchical terms, aspiring to rise. As Jones notes,
the music hah was predominantly working class, both in the character 
of its audience, the origin of its performers and the content of its songs 
and sketches.
Jones in Waites et al, 1982 p.U2
Respectabihty was the key concept of not only the new middle class but also 
the aspirant working class, and the hahs were associated with two entirely 
immoral activities, drinking and p r o s ü t u t i o n . 5 8  The origins of the music hall, 
its initial raison d'etre, was the promotion of the sale of drink and many hahs
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appeared to condone prostitution on their premises. One major claim to fame 
of both the Alhambra and the Empire was their promenades, areas which were 
frequented, as claimed in many accounts, by prostitutes.
The promenades of ... (the Alhambra and the Empire)... were notorious 
as resorts of high class prostitutes (they had to be high class since the 
entrance charge was five shilHngs) ... a high proportion of the male 
chentele of the Empire went there primarily at the very least to mingle 
with these evidently fascinating, if to modern tastes excessively 
overfleshed, overdressed and overperfumed c h a r m e r  s .  5  9  
Seaman, 1973 p.l67
This prostitution was either simply acknowledged, or condoned or attacked by 
the public. The following accounts of four responses demonstrate how the 
historian needs to disentangle the personal perspectives and vested interests 
of those who record contemporary events.
One of the most famous cases, which typifies the attitude of one section of the 
pubhc to the halls, was the Ormiston Chant campaign. Literature on this 
campaign leaves an image of Laura Ormiston Chant as a prudish, staid, 
interfering woman of so-called typical Victorian morahty. It comes as a 
surprise to leam of her background and her social and political interests and 
to read her own articulate and rational account of events.
Laura Ormiston Chant, a one-time teacher and nurse, was one of the breed of 
stalwart Victorians who espoused the cause of women through a concern with 
’saving’ those who had faUen into disrepute. In her activities and her writing 
she demonstrates an awareness that society rather than the individual was to 
blame for their fate.^^ One of her major campaigns, aimed particularly at the 
Empire, was an attempt to 'civüize' the large music halls by accusing the 
management of condoning immorality off and on the stage. (See Ch. 9 for a 
detailed account of the latter.) In her testimony to the London County Council 
Theatres and Music Halls Committee in October 1894, which she made in 
opposition to the renewal of the Empire's licence, Ormiston Chant described 
her visit to the Empire where she noticed
numbers of young women coming in alone, most of them very painted, 
all of them more or less gaudily dressed ... they either sat on the lounges
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or sofas, or took up their position at the foot of the stairs and watched 
particularly and eagerly the men who came out of the stalls and walked 
up and down the promenade.
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.55
Perugini, a dance historian who may not have wished to connect the activities 
of prostitution with the ballet, merely notes that the Empire was closed for a 
week owing to the intervention of the County Council but he does not attribute 
the cause of the closure.^^ It was, in fact, the result of the Ormiston Chant 
campaign, but the barriers erected by the theatre during this week between 
its auditorium and promenade were soon demolished by an indignant p u b l i c .
Whether it was the popularity of the Empire and the publicity given to her 
campaign or whether she was the target of the ridicule accorded to strong 
women of independent views who spoke against the norm, Ormiston Chant
found herself satirized in the form of grotesque pictorial sketches, 
rhyming lampoons, and in the following November had the distinction 
of figuring as one of the principal 'guys' of the year.
Stuart and Park, 1895 p.l95
Two differing perceptions of prostitution and the promenades are found, not 
surprisingly, in the memoirs of men who themselves frequented the palaces. 
Winston Churchill, who visited the Empire with his Sandhurst friends, made 
an indignant defence of the promenade in which he painted a more innocent 
picture.
This large space behind the dress circle was frequently crowded during 
the evening performance, and especially on Saturdays, with young 
people of both sexes, who not only conversed together during the 
performance and its intervals, but also from time to time refreshed 
themselves with alcoholic liquors.
Churchill, 1930 pp.58-59
Similarly, in an account also based on personal reminiscence. Booth (1929 
p.l46) presents a more charitable image of the habitants of the promenade, 
where 'thrilling ladies in marvellous confections paced slowly with the air of 
duchesses.'
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Whether overtly attacked or imphcitly condoned, the element of prostitution 
in the promenades coloured both contemporary and future perceptions of the 
palaces. It was within this moral context that the ballet was presented and 
received.
3.5 CONCLUSION
The neglect, cursory treatment or dismissal of the music hall ballet in 
hterature can be attributed to various kinds of bias, the roots of which can be 
found in the institution of the music hall itself. It is clear that the literature 
reflects an artistic bias for, whilst the great majority of primary sources have 
high praise for both the productions and the dancing, almost ah secondary 
sources undermine the artistic standards of the w o r k s .M a n a g e d  by 
businessmen and funded entirely by private shareholders and box office 
receipts, the ballet was firmly a commercial venture. Like Petipa at the 
Imperial theatres, its acquiescence to audience taste may have hindered 
innovation. Nevertheless, it is doubtful if its popularity would have been 
sustained for over thirty years had it lacked credibihty according to the 
artistic standards of the period. A further prejudice is a moral one. Dance 
makes direct physical use of the body as the prime mode of expression. 
Imphcitly or explicitly, celebrated or feared, dance has been associated with 
sensuahty and sexuahty. In the context of Victorian morahty a public display 
of the female body connoted more than artistry and the traditions of the art 
form. This connotation was compounded by the long association of music hall 
with vice. The debate about the extent to which the ballets themselves 
exploited the image of the dancer as a sexual being is extended to Chapter 9, in 
order to examine these wider issues in the specific context of the Alhambra 
and the Empire.
It is not only discrimination on artistic and moral grounds which has demoted 
the period in history, but also a social prejudice. The commercial context; the 
working class origins of the halls; the place of ballet within the music hall 
programme; the working class origin of the corps (see Ch.4.2.3) and the fact
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that the cast was predominantly female, are all characteristics of the music 
hall ballet which may have affected its status in dance historiography.
The unique institution of the music hah, as outlined in this Chapter, has not 
only affected the status and therefore the place of the bahet in recorded 
history. As proposed in Parts Ih and IV, it was the social, moral and artistic 
values of the institution, in symbiotic relationship with the texts of the ballets 
themselves, which constructed the image of the dancer.
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CHAPTER 3 
NOTES
1. Perhaps the most significant manifestations of this change were the 
foundations of the labour movement and women's suffrage.
2. This study is concerned with the British music hall, the larger and more 
professionalised of which later became known by the generic term 
'variety' or the 'variety stage’. The nearest equivalent to this 
phenomenon in America was vaudeville.
3. In a spirited defence of the music hall in relation to the legitimate 
theatre, Stuart and Park (1895 p.240) note that 'every year a 
multitude of variety artists - the flowers of the profession - are 
attracted to the theatres, whose flickering fortunes they are called 
in to revive ... and year by year there has been an exodus of clever 
actors and actresses to the variety halls, to which they are 
attracted by the handsome emoluments, the readier recognition, and 
the more substantial rewards which it holds out to genuine and 
legitimate talent.'
4. See Waites (Open University, 1981 pp.53-55) for an account of the type 
of entertainment allowed under the various Ücences.
5. The Alhambra, CoUseum, Drury Lane, Empire and Hippodrome were all 
examples of these palaces of varieties.
6. Tableaux vivants or living pictures were acts in which 'paintings, 
historical events, or other subjects from art or Hfe were animated by 
means of unmoving human impersonations' (Donahue, 1987 p.54).
7. It is likely that the act of a Transformation Dancer comprised various 
changes of 'character' and costume.
8. Precision dancing, as the name suggests, involved simple steps 
performed by groups of dancers in strictest unison. It reached a height 
of popularity with the Tiller Girls (see Vernon, 1988).
9. 'Operatic dancing' was, as Barker (1987 p.33) suggests, another name for 
classical ballet, so called because of the main context of its performance.
10. Disher (1938 p.U) gives a colourful account of 'auditions' wherein 
aspiring performers were given their chance in front of a rowdy and 
uninhibited audience.
11. A programme of 1892 from the Middlesex Music Hall in Drury Lane 
(Waites in Open University, 1981 p.61) included women either as soloists
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or part of a troupe in at least eight of the fourteen acts and, though not 
specifically named, they were probably part of four others.
12. Lyrics undated in Pearsall, but probably no earlier than 1876 (see note 
15 below).
13. It is not possible, to date, to obtain detailed statistics for the actual 
composition of the music hall audiences. As Booth, M. (1977) points out, 
there has been a remarkable lack of research on the composition of 
theatre audiences generally, a facet of theatre which, he considers, is 
almost as important as the history of theatre itself.
14. The term 'working class' covers a wide spectrum of trades and income 
and, as Waites (in Open University, 1981 p.57) suggests, the audience 
would reflect its catchment area which might range from one of 
considerable poverty to the homes of the relatively better-off skilled 
workers.
15. Another factor which contributed to the respectability of the halls was 
the patronage of the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII. Disher 
(1938 p.28) noted that 'the Canterbury led the way in 1876 when it was 
transformed into a palace so splendid that the Prince of Wales came to 
see the ballets.'
16. One of the most famous of these London clubs was Evans, whose 'keynote 
was the determined anti-feminism of the mid-Victorian bohemian' 
(Scott, 1977 p.ll6). Even Evans, albeit reluctantly, had to admit women 
eventually and one of More ton's innovations at the Canterbury Hall was 
to allow women in at any time rather than on designated Ladies' Nights. 
Morton's motives were undoubtedly based on sound commercial sense 
and a desire to elevate the status of his new hall.
17. A rare photograph of a music hall audience (Waites in Open University, 
1981 p.57) shows a segment of the gallery at the Metropohtan in 
Paddington on a Saturday night in 1902. The audience is predominantly 
male, though some are accompanied by women and there are at least 
two groups of women seated together. However, like the dangers of 
generahsing about the social class composition of an audience, the 
dangers of making general statements about the ratio of men to women 
in the audience is evidenced by another photograph of an unnamed 
hall in 1906 (p.63) which shows a queue for the matinee of almost all 
women. (Matinees were cheaper and therefore more financially 
accessible to women.)
18. These variety theatres were a feature of not just London but of many 
large provincial cities. See Howard (1970) for full statistical details of 
British music haUs.
19. There are numerous texts on this period of dance history. See, for 
example. Guest (1954).
2 0 . Works such as La Svlnhide (Taglioni 1832); Ondine (Taglioni 1836 and
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Perrot 1843); Giselle (Coralli and Perrot 1841) and La Peri (Coralli 1843) 
share these characteristics.
21. See Clarke and Crisp (1978) for an interesting visual juxtaposition 
between an idealistic and a comic view of the Romantic ballet.
22. In 19U the Alhambra also entered into negotiations to bring over a 
company headed by Fokine but these floundered due to the Russians' 
very high fees (see Guest, 1992 pp.76-77).
23. For example, in the great majority of dance history texts, Katti Lanner, 
the most prolific of the Empire choreographers, is either not mentioned 
at all or simply acknowledged as a ballet mistress at the Empire (as in 
Clarke and Crisp, 1981 p.235). There is no description or evaluation of 
her work or her contribution. Wilson (1957 p.297), Fonteyn (1980 
pp.294-296) and Guest (1992 pp.93-96) are notable exceptions to this 
neglect.
24. Who Was Who (various editions) lists brief biographies from 1897 (vol.I) 
to 1960 (vol.5). Who Was Who in the Theatre (1978) is a more specialised 
and thus a more fruitful source. For lists of collaborators on the ballets 
see Appendices A and E in Guest (1992). In his texts. Guest also gives 
brief biographical details and some contemporary critical comment on 
most of the people mentioned in this section. Notes which follow below 
indicate further primary sources of interest on specific individuals.
25. It was not exceptional for different people to work on different aspects 
of the choreography. For example, the regisseur, Coulon, organised the 
corps whilst Perrot created Grisi's role in La Esmerelda (1844); this way 
of working appears typical of many nineteenth century ballets.
26. For example, Alexander Genée is credited in the programme with 
arranging his niece's dances for The Bugle Call (1905) but Guest (1958) 
notes that it was she who created them. Similarly, Alexander Genée is 
credited with The Drvad (1908) 'but it was the work of Adeline Genée 
herself, who thought it wise to efface herself in this respect for the 
sake of family peace' (Guest, 1958 p.lOO). Possibly her uncle thought of 
himself as the choreographer in the family and did not like to see his 
role publicly usurped. Guest (interview January 1993) confirmed that 
Adeline Genée did choreograph her own dances for the above, but he 
was unable to expand on why she was not acknowledged for doing so.
27: See 'S.L.B.' (1901 p.318); Hibbert (1916 p.l08); Kyasht (1978 p.l64) and
Bedells (1954 p.20) for brief but evocative descriptions of Lanner. An 
interview with her is recorded in The Sketch (anon., 1895b p.694).
28. Farren joined the Empire as a performer in 1904, having previously
worked at the Alhambra and in pantomime. Guest (1992 p.l24) notes that 
Genée 'did not think him sufficiently competent to choreograph for 
her'. The absence of any ballet training in Farren's career was likely to 
be the root of this lack of confidence, though he never claimed to be
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fully trained (Murray in Haskell, ed. 1957 p.l49). Barren is credited 
with the choreography of eleven works and this absence of a ballet 
background indicates how the role of the choreographer or arranger 
has changed during the twentieth century. Another example of this 
was Will Bishop, an eccentric and clog dancer who went on to become 
ballet master and producer at the Cohseum.
The direct involvement of Barren and other British artists, and the 
utUisation of their own theatrical expertise and dance vocabularies in 
the production of the ballets (see Ch.4), suggests that a British style of 
ballet was evolving as a precursor to die Vic-Wells and Ballet Rambert 
works of the 1920s and 1930s. Such a styhsdc analysis would repay 
further research.
29. Headlam's pubhcadon of Blasis (1888) demonstrates the predominance of 
the Italian school.
30. Bor example, Joseph Hansen left the Alhambra to take up the post of 
prem ier maître de ballet at the Paris Opera (Guest, 1992 p.38).
31. See Tillett (1982) for an indication of how some sectors of the musical 
world reacted to Arthur Sullivan composing for the Alhambra.
However, as WiUiamson (1951 p.400) suggests, the importance of the 
music hall ballet 'lay in the fact that a composer of Sulhvan's status 
should have been commissioned, at that period, to write a ballet at all.'
32. See Walker (1947 pp.82-83) for an article on Georges Jacobi and the 
Alhambra ballets.
3 3. Many middle class women were accomphshed musicians, of course, but 
played only instruments which were perceived as suitable for them, 
such as the piano. Bernstein notes that whilst there were professional 
women performers and composers and the rewriting of history is 
uncovering more, 'there were too few of them to change the general 
societal view of the woman as amateur. By the end of the nineteenth 
century the British music estabhshment still insisted that women 
maintain their subordinate positions as dilettantes and teachers.' 
(Bernstein in Bowers and Tick, ed., 1986 p.307). However, a picture of a 
rehearsal at the Alhambra ballet does depict a woman at the piano 
(Guest, 1992 fig.l5) so it appears that they were used 'backstage' as 
rehearsal pianists.
34. This is exemplified by a description of the ballet Monte Cristo 
(Empire 1896) which mentions that 'loyal assistance has been given by 
Mr. Harker, whose versatile and skillful brush has been happily 
employed in giving full value to Mr. Wilhelm's schemes of stage 
decoration.' (anon. 1897a p.l62). This suggests that Wilhelm was 
responsible for a general 'scheme' which was then executed by someone 
else.
35. See 'T.H.L.', 1893 pp.343-344 for 'A Chat with a Costumier.'
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36. A collection of Wilhelm's costume designs held at the Royal Academy of 
Dancing, London, bears witness to the care and detail with which they 
were executed; each design is a painting in its own right.
37. Mayhew (1892 pp.65-68) gives an evocative description of Ahas' 
working procedures.
38. Wilhelm's contribution to the Empire ballets gave them a unity and 
artistic integrity which was much admired. 'At the Empire, the artistic 
influence of the late Mr. C. Wilhelm had already raised ballet from the 
desert of dead conventions to the plane of artistic achievement' 
(Perugini, 1925a p.ll75).
39. For example, the writer and critic S.L. Bensusan contributed the 
scenario for I n Japan (Alhambra 1902).
40. The economic basis of the music hall and its evolution into big business 
was the topic of a Society for Theatre Research presentation by 
Crowhurst on 23 April 1992. The effect of this bureaucratization on the 
acts of performers forms the basis of Crowhurst's Ph.D. thesis (to date, 
unpublished).
41. See Guest (1992) for brief summaries of the management of the 
Alhambra and the Empire. Stuart and Park (1895) also discuss this aspect 
of music hall throughout their book and Kyasht (1978) gives an 'inside' 
account of her relationship with the Empire management.
42. For example, HoUingshead, the Alhambra manager, wrote the scenario 
for Up the River (AÜiambra 1892). Even today the extent of the 
influence of boards of directors on the artistic poUcy and practice
of dance companies is little recognised.
43. Tanner's comment on the difficulty of recreating endless 'miUtary' 
sequences (see Ch. 5.1) and her own artistic pedigree would suggest that 
she, too, was not enamoured of these works. Her attitude is similarly 
expressed in her accusation to Will Bishop that 'his comic dance and red 
nose had ruined her ballet.' (anon., 1932 p.267)
44. As the Ballets Russes' post-war London appearances were also on variety 
programmes the same argument could apply.
45. A report to the London County Council in 1894 noted that the seating 
capacity of the Empire was then 1330, the average number admitted was 
1800, thus giving an average of 470 people per night who used the 
promenade (Donahue, 1987 p.50).
46. Figures given for 1912 in Howard (1970).
47. Sister Ria, written by A.J. Mills, composed by Arthur Lennard; pubUshed 
by F.D.H. in 1895. Music score by courtesy of Patricia Lancaster, The 
Players Theatre, London.
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48. One of the rarely (if at all) acknowledged aspects of the Empire 
promenade, and possibly the Alhambra too, was that it appeared to be a 
meeting place for homosexual men. An anonymous letter to the London 
County Council Licensing Committee (LCC/MIN/10,803, 15 October 1894) 
in support of withdrawing the Empire's licence, revealed that the writer 
had been informed by a theatre attendant that more than half the 
audience in the shilling promenade were 'sodomites' and that 'he often 
turned out half a dozen a night and gave them a good kicking.' It is 
likely that the shilling promenade was a different area from the main 
promenade, otherwise it is difficult to see why so many female 
prostitutes would frequent an area 'half full' of homosexual men. 
Allowing for a degree of exaggeration, it may have been that the 
promenades were meeting places for all kinds of liaisons.
49. 'Duchesses' was Booth's name for the prostitutes who frequented the 
promenades.
50. Kyasht (1978), Bedells (1954) and Genée (in Guest 1958) all record their 
experiences in the private salons of the aristocracy. A six month run 
of Victoria and Merrie England (Alhambra 1897) was 'honoured with 
nearly a score of royal visits.' (Perugini, 1946 p.227)
51. It was far more likely that Lady St. Just saw Genée at the Empire, not the 
Alhambra.
52. Kyasht, too, left the stage in tears on a similar occasion but Bedells (1954 
p.50) entered in to the spirit of the evening. She records Kyasht's 
humiliation with some humour, not to say reUsh.
53. The 'world apart' was particularly the world of the working classes and 
even in the larger palaces the programmes offered a voyeuristic look at 
a life fascinating in its unfamiliarity. This attracted a 'new generation 
of intellectuals whose predecessors would not in the general run of 
things have been expected to fritter away their precious cerebral 
energies in such plebian pursuits' (Felstiner in Green, ed., 1986 p.48).
54. Instances such as the varied receptions given to different premières 
danseuses, the popularity of Genée for not just her technical skills but 
her nuances of expression, and the appreciation of Cavallazzi's mime 
suggests that it was an audience more discerning and discriminating 
than is generally credited.
55. Apart from Guest (1992) no other writer has explored the connection 
between the 'instant success' of the Ballets Russes in London and the 
fact that there was an already thriving dance world and a receptive 
dance audience. Haskell's (1934 p.l89) contention that 'the Empire 
pubhc was certainly never DiaghilefPs ... from the first he created a 
fresh pubhc of his own from the people who understood painting, 
foUowed concerts and loved the theatre' is highly dubious. Diaghilev 
may have created some 'fresh pubhc', but to suggest that the Empire 
audience was an uncultured one was, as Chapter 8 demonstrates, 
misconceived.
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56. One element in the audience who cared little whether a performance 
was good or bad but who greeted it according to the amount of money it 
received from the performers was the claque. It is difficult to know the 
extent of their influence, for their activities are httle documented. 
Kyasht describes what appears to have been an unjust but common 
system in which artists paid out a weekly sum to the Master of the 
Claque. The penalty for non-payment was severe: 'if an artist took a 
firm stand and refused to pay, the Claque always avenged themselves by 
indulging in cat calls or else ruining the whole scene by applauding in 
the wrong place.' (Kyasht, 1978 p.l68). Bedells (1954 p.29) notes the 
existence of a professional claque in the gallery but points out that it 
was never paid by her. It is possible that, when the custom existed, she 
was considered too young to be part of it.
57. Bennett (1971 pp.56-57) offers a brief account of a barmaid's wistful 
reaction to a première danseuse. It is, however, Bennett's speculation, 
presented in his own words.
58. The fact that the aristocracy frequently engaged in both drinking and 
prostitution did not prohibit these 'evils' being attributed to the 
working classes and much Victorian social reform was aimed at saving 
these lost souls. Jones (in Waites et al, 1982 p.98) attributes this 
reforming zeal to middle class insecurity caused by a 'combination of 
high unemployment, social unrest abroad ... and doubts about the 
pohtical loyalties of the masses' which resulted in 'social and religious 
organizations determined to hasten the work of Christianizing and 
'civilizing' the city.'
59. Shaw, in a footnote to his novel Immaturitv (written 1879, pub. 1930), 
claims 'it is proper to state here that the establishment of the London 
County Council... led to a municipal control which made the moral 
atmosphere of the new Alhambra quite different from that of the old ... 
the controlled variety theatres of London are immeasurably more 
refined and artistic, even in their immoralities, than the old music halls 
and opera bouffe theatres' (Shaw, 1930 p.71). It would appear that the 
'immoralities' still existed, but were simply more refined!
60. Ormiston Chant 'took up public advocacy of women's suffrage. 
Temperance, Purity and Liberal Pohtics' (Who Was Who 1916-1928 4th ed., 
1967). She spoke before the Social Purity Alliance, one of the 
organisations which typified the mid/late Victorian concern for
social and moral reform (see note 58).
61. Ormiston Chant's original testimony can be seen in the London 
County Council archives (LCC/MIN/10,803, 10 October 1894) but, as the 
handwriting is, at times, almost illegible, references given here are for 
Donahue's transcription.
62. Perugini is mistaken in noting the date of the Empire's closure as 1893; 
it was 1894 (see, for example, Churchill, 1930 as below).
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63. Winston Churchill (1930 pp.64-65) documents his role in the demolition 
of the Empire barriers in 1894 on which occasion he made his first 
public speech.
64. Perugini (1925a p .ll77 ) not only praises the music hall ballets but also 
alerts his readers of the 1920s not to judge them in a contemporary light, 
for 'it is as well for them to know that their immediate forbears were in 
a position to see examples of Ballet that were extraordinarily wide in 
range of subject and as artistic - though different in spirit from those 
we see today - as any that have been recorded in the history of the art.'
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4.0 INTRODUCTION
The nineteenth century saw the growth of a structure in which the social 
classes became increasingly more segregated geographically, socially and 
politically and henceforth more self-conscious. The working class ranged 
from agricultural and manual workers to skilled artisans. A new breed of 
clerical and shop assistants, although earning less than 'skilled' workers, 
possessed more social status and often perceived themselves as middle class.
The Victorian era is noted for the growth of an identifiable middle class who 
aspired to the values and customs of their social superiors and in so doing 
consolidated a respectabihty even more staunch than that practised by the 
class they emulated.
Industriahsation and economic expansion had vastly increased employment 
opportunities and the move from country to city had taken many women out of 
agricultural labour and home-based work into factories, domestic service and 
commerce. By the 1870s work outside the home had become the norm for girls 
in their late teens and early twenties and, whilst women were relegated to low 
status and low paid work, this demographic change began to lead to an 
increasing amount of freedom and independence.^ Marriage, however, was 
still the goal for women of all classes, for it was only marriage which brought 
status and the potential for financial security. For the working class woman, 
however, it did not bring freedom from the workforce; women with young 
children to care for took in work such as sewing or laundering. Their 
contribution to the family income, though small, was vital. Even those in the 
seemingly glamorous world of the ballet earned their money to maintain, or 
help maintain, their family:
and when the tired httle worker at last leaves the theatre - her place 
of business - she is only too glad to fly off to the home which, in nine 
cases out of ten, she helps to support.
Booth, 1929 p.152
The theatre in London provided considerable employment opportunities for 
women. Census records show that the number of these registered as actresses.
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a category which included dancers, rose from 2368 in 1881 to 6443 in 1901 and 
9171 in 1911.^  An overview of opportunities for women pubhshed in 1894 
establishes even more clearly that 'the ballet, in London, employs thousands of 
women.' (BuUey and Whitley, 1894 pp.34-35) Nevertheless, the theatrical 
profession was a stigmatised profession, most particularly for women.
Although in society generally and in the performing arts specifically it was 
the actresses who were at the forefront of gaining acceptance for British 
women as independent and creative people, in the early Victorian theatre, 
acting as a profession was shunned as decadent by the bourgeoisie.^
Performers were seen as rogues and vagabonds, especially actresses, 
who were seen as scarlet women soliciting from the stage rather than 
the streets.
HoUedge, 1981 p.7
That such a stigma still existed by the latter part of the century is evident in an 
examination of The Englishwoman's Review, a monthly journal published 
from 1873 to 1909. Aimed at the educated, middle class woman it contained 
articles of broad interest, such as women's suffrage, rather than just domestic 
affairs. A major section in each issue was on women's employment and this 
referred to careers such as dentistry, wood carving and, surprisingly, 
stockbroking. Although women visual artists and musicians are referred to in 
the index there is no mention at all, throughout the whole of the period, of the 
theatrical careers of acting or dancing.
In the ballet, almost all of the premières danseuses were foreign and this, 
somehow, may have rendered them classless. Their nationality, and their very 
evident display of skill accorded them some status. Paradoxically, however, in 
secondary source documentation they retain the stigma of their music hall 
performances."^ A complex amalgam of tradition, lack of training 
opportunities and social disapproval miUtated against British women becoming 
premières danseuses though some, such as Kate Seymour and Kate Vaughan, 
achieved fame through skirt dancing, a form initially based on a balletic 
vocabulary for the lower body. According to Perugini (1925c), it was not until 
the social and moral conventions of pre-war Britain had relaxed and the
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Ballets Russes had established its post-war popularity, that ballet dancing 
became an acceptable career for British women.
4.1 THE HIERARCHY OF THE ALHAMBRA AND EMPIRE COMPANIES
The dancers attached to the Alhambra and the Empire could be said to form a 
company in the sense that they were employed directly by the venues and 
were part of a clear internal structure. They did not tour, nor did they have an 
existence mdependent of the venue, but in these respects they were the same 
as most pre-twentieth century ballet companies.
The structure of the companies reflected the hierarchical nature of the 
stratified society from whence ballet originated and in which it still existed. A 
programme for Les Papillons (Empire 1901) hsts this hierarchy as principals, 
seconds, coryphées, corps, supernumeraries and children. The principals 
were generally the danseuses, danseurs and mimes. The far smaller number of 
danseurs was due to a prejudice in the West (with the exception of Denmark, by 
virtue of its Bournonville legacy) against male dancers which had originated 
in the Romantic era and which lasted until the advent of the Russians during 
the first decade of the twentieth century. The ballerinas were partnered, 
though not in the current sense of the pas de deux, by women performers en 
travestie. These roles tended to be mime or dramatic action rather than dance 
but the skills of the executants appeared to be held in high esteem by critics of 
the period. Of secondary importance to the principals were other solo artists 
who also performed in the classical ballet genre and soloists or duettists who 
were character, eccentric or speciahty dancers. The coryphées, as in ah baUet 
companies, performed in small groups while the corps de ballet comprised the 
large groupings.^ As would be expected, there was a difference in experience 
and skül. Mayhew notes that in an Alhambra rehearsal which was being 
conducted by Coppi,
with the coryphées very httle trouble is necessary, but on the less
efficient ladies of the corps unflagging pains and patience have to
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be expended.
Mayhew, 1892 p.64
In addition to the corps were various non-dancing supernumeraries or 
'extras', including children, who made up the huge casts of one hundred and 
fifty to two hundred people. This size of cast was common for the ballets in 
their heyday. Although not typical of the repertoire there were some ballets 
which incorporated singing and/or dialogue and performers with the 
appropriate skills were hired for these w o r k s . ^
The hierarchy of the ballet companies was rigid and, if it happened at all, it 
was rare for dancers to progress from corps to principal status. No certain 
evidence has been found for such a career route though it is unknown 
whether dancers such as Topsy Sinden were initially employed in the corps or 
entered the company as coryphées or soloists.
The corps itself had a clearly defined internal structure based on 'rows' or 
'lines'. The dancers were placed in first, second and third rows depending not 
just on their talent but on their age and looks.
A dancer's position in these rows is determined by her proficiency and 
by her personal appearance. The back rows are composed of the 
beginners, the passées and the unskilled.
Leppington, 1891 p.l7
The principals and the corps had little to do with each other, either socially or 
on stage. Bedells so rarely mentions any personal contact with the corps in 
her autobiography (1954) that they seem almost a breed apart. Kyasht was 
outraged at Barren's suggestion that she should dance with each member of 
the corps:
I was furious with him for wishing me to do such a thing, because none 
of the chorus were experienced ballerinas and our steps did not fit 
properly.
Kyasht, 1978 p.l55
Such was Kyasht's tantrum at the incident that it is highly likely that her 
refusal was less on artistic grounds and more to do with the social barriers that 
existed between the top and bottom strata of the company hierarchy. The
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relationship between the principals and the corps during the performance 
could also be less than harmonious, if Anstey is to be beUeved. In an account 
of a performance at either the Alhambra or the Empire^ Anstey interprets the 
attitude of the corps to the performance of the première danseuse.
Some are severely critical and obviously of the opinion that they could 
do it infinitely better themselves; others whisper disparagement to 
sympathetic ears; others again study the signorina's every movement 
until she is opposite them, whereupon they assume an ostentatious 
abstraction as if she was really below their notice. And then she stops 
suddenly, amidst thunders of applause, the infantine smile giving place 
to a calm superiority as she haughtily makes her way to the wings 
through the ranks of the coryphées.
Anstey, 1890 pp.191-192
The reasons for the inflexible hierarchy and resultant lack of opportunity for 
young dancers are composite. The tradition of foreign principals, the inferior 
technical training of the corps and their working class origins all produced 
the strict demarcation hnes within the companies which paralleled, and thus 
compounded, those in society generally.
4.2 THE PRINCIPALS ... TO THE PASSÉES
4.2.1 The principals
The most important dancer to appear in the music hall ballets was, without 
doubt, Adehne Genée. Genée was unusual amongst music hall principals in 
that she came from Denmark.® However, even though she was neither Italian 
nor had she worked at La Scala, Milan, she had trained with her uncle, 
Alexander, in a style that appeared to be a fusion of the Italian and French 
schools.^ Genée is significant not just for the longevity of her career at the 
Empire which lasted from 1897 -1909 but for the quahty of her work in both 
technical and expressive terms. She performed to consistent critical acclaim; 
in the view of an unknown contributor to the Green Room book (Hunt, ed..
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1906 p.l41) she 'has won the reputation of being the most graceful and 
accomphshed dancer in the world'. Similarly, Flitch suggested that
in proficiency in the strict, classical school of ballet dancing, 
it is possible that Madame Genée has never been surpassed and 
perhaps not even equalled.
Fhtch, 1912 pp.179-180
In spite of this highest acclaim, however, Genée has never been mythologised 
in the same way as her contemporary, Pavlova. Genée's name is currently far 
less well recognised in comparison with Pavlova's or with other renowned 
baUerinas. It would be interesting to speculate on how her fame might have 
spread or her image changed had she accepted Diaghilev's invitation to join 
the Ballets Russes (Haskell, 1934 p.l92). Genée is important not just for her 
performing skills but also for the dedication and seriousness with which she 
approached her work.^^ This, plus her seemingly impeccable lifestyle, 
eventually enhanced the reputation of the dancer in the public eye and 
helped to estabhsh the acceptabihty of dancing as a career. In these respects, 
together with her involvement in the founding of both the Association of 
Operatic Dancing (1920)^  ^and the Camargo Society (1930-1933), Genée is a direct 
link between the music hall ballet and the resurgence of interest in 'British' 
ballet in the 1920s.
London, like St. Petersburg, Moscow and major European cities, generally 
imported its premières danseuses from Italy. Among the Italian ballerinas 
who appeared in the music hall was Emma Bessone (Alhambra 1885-6 and 1888- 
9) who was trained at La Scala and became prima ballerina for both the 
Maryinsky and Bolshoi companies. When Petipa revived Giselle in 1884 it was 
with Bessone in the title role. Carlotta Brianza (Empire 1888 and 1893-4) was a 
pupil of Blasis, prima ballerina at Milan and was chosen by Petipa as his first 
Aurora in The Sleeping Beautv (1890). Pierina Legnani (Alhambra 
intermittently between 1882 and 1897) studied with the famous teacher Caterina 
Beretta at La Scala and went on to become one of only two dancers to receive 
the title prima ballerina assoluta from the Imperial Russian Ballet.^® It was 
Legnani who first displayed the now ubiquitous thirty-two fouettés at the 
Alhambra in Aladdin (1892) before Petipa allowed her to insert them into the
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role of Odette-Odile which he created for her in his and Ivanov’s production of 
Swan Lake (1895).‘4
The era of the supremacy of the ItaUan baUerinas came to a close during the 
first decade of the twentieth century. Indicative of this was the Empire 
management's decision to send their agent to the Imperial Theatres in Russia 
to look for a successor to Genée (see Ch.3.2.2). That successor was Lydia Kyasht 
who records that whUst the Tsar had been horrified at the prospect of her 
dancing on the stage of a music hall, he was mollified when it was reported 
that she was maintaining the traditions of the Imperial Russian Ballet (Kyasht, 
1978 pp.150-151).^  ^ Kyasht remained at the Empire from 1908 to 1913 when she 
was succeeded by PhyUis BedeUs, a dancer who is recorded but now commonly 
forgotten as the first English première danseuse}^
Bedells undertook a full-time training at a dancing school in Nottingham 
where she studied ballet and 'fancy d a n c i n g ' . I n  1907, at the age of thirteen, 
she appeared in her first Empire baUet, her precocious talent securing her 
immediate solo roles. WhUst at the Empire she took lessons with Cavallazzi, 
Cecchetti and Genée and in her autobiography (1954) she describes with 
warmth and affection her training, experience and the people she 
encountered at the Empire. BedeUs achieved recognition as a classical baUet 
dancer and continued her career in this genre but she was not the only 
British dancer to achieve principal status. Topsy Sinden, who was not 
recognised primarily as a ballet dancer,^ ® succeeded Genée as principal in The 
Belle of the Ball (Empire 19U) and Marjorie Skelley^^ was Genée's understudy 
at the Empire and took on the Russian Yekaterina Geltzer's leading role in The 
Dance Dream (Alhambra 19U). Unity More, an Irish woman who learned with 
the famed Mrs. Wordsworth, took principal roles at the Empire from 1909 to 
1913.2  ^ However, it was certainly the exception rather than the rule for 
British dancers to achieve principal status.
The principal female dancers at the Alhambra and the Empire did not always 
perform in the ballet genre. Evidence that both Genée and Legnani also 
demonstrated their skiUs in skirt dancing indicates that the premières 
danseuses were able to adapt to more topical works and fashionable dances.^ 1
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However, as discussed in Chapter 5, such demonstrations were not popular with 
critics for they undermined the traditional image of the ballerina. There were 
a few works which did not utilise the ballet vocabulary even for the 
principals; for example. La Belle Leonora, a dancer of Spanish origin who 
generally performed her national dances, made her debut in the principal 
role of Maud Allan in the parody ballet Sal! Oh! Mv! (Alhambra 1908). However, 
this was exceptional for the great majority of principal dancing roles were 
based on the vocabulary of the danse d'ecole.
This traditional element of their technical training and, with a few exceptions, 
their foreign nationalities and experiences in the major theatres of Europe, 
were common factors in the backgrounds and professional careers of the 
premières danseuses. It is clear that the makers and the principal performers 
of the ballets shared a common dance vocabulary and an understanding of a 
performance and production style which was part of an international ballet 
tradition. Even though, by present standards, they practised their art in an 
unusual context, they were secure in their tradition and thought little of any 
dance which deviated from it. These 'deviations', presented by performers 
such as Isadora Duncan, Ruth St.Denis and Maud Allan, were also termed 
'classic' dancing by their protagonists. Perugini (1925b p.l245) recalls an 
interview with 'a very cultured and distinguished maitre de haîlet in which 
he asked the gentleman what he thought of the new classic dancing. The 
reply from the Milan trained maitre was 'Ce n'est pas l'art, ce n'est pas 
classique, ce n'est pas la danse!'^^ It is interesting that history has radically 
reassessed the status of these co-existing dance forms.
The tradition of the danse d'ecole privileged the formal, virtuosic aspects of 
performance and 'exalted technical proficiency at the expense of the display 
of personality' (Fhtch, 1912 p.72). Furthermore,
if ...(the baUerinas')... work has appeared a trifle monotonous of late, it 
is because they are nearly all pupils of the same mistress in Milan, 
and may have adopted certain mannerisms.
Jacobi in 'A.S.', 1895 p.77
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The skills of the ballerinas were, therefore, perceived as technically adept but 
somewhat dehumanised. As such, the reaUty of the dancer as person did not 
intervene in the image of dancer as performer.
The performance vocabularies of the male dancers are far more difficult to 
determine. Although Guest lists a total of thirty six principal male dancers 
who appeared at the Alhambra (1992 Appendix C) and twenty nine at the 
Empire (1992 Appendix F) from 1884 onwards, many of these performed in 
character or dramatic roles. The fact that there were far fewer male than 
female dancers with ballet training reflects the situation generally. Such was 
the prejudice against male dancers that Grove wrote,
at present the idea of a male dancer has something ludicrous in it, and 
though men usually form part of the ballets they rarely now take a 
prominent role. The poet Southey declares that a male dancer should be 
hamstrung.
Grove, 1895 p.363.23
It must be noted, however, that Grove found all aspects of the music hall ballets 
unacceptable. Her sentiments are echoed by The Times (reprinted in Empire 
Theatrical Souvenirs. 1906), where the view was expressed that 'towards male 
dancers as a rule we have a feeling for which the word disHke is too mild a 
name.' A more pragmatic, though hardly enthusiastic, commentator was the 
Alhambra choreographer, Jacobi.
Male dancers are not very interesting, but they are required 
to support the première  or for groups, while a good comic male 
dancer helps a piece along considerably.
Jacobi in 'A.S.', 1895 p.77
As the above comment indicates, the casting of a male 'dancer' was no 
guarantee of the nature or extent of his dancing role. One male performer 
who did have dancing roles was Vittorio de Vincent!. Little can be discovered 
about his career previous to the London stage but he was a success as the Evil 
Genie in the Alhambra's The Sleeping Beautv (1890) before moving across 
Leicester Square to dance at the Empire between 1891-1895. De Vincent! was 
described as a 'wonderful pirouettist' (Hibbert, 1916 p.l07) and further 
indication of his performing style was that Shaw lamented his giving up the
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'fine classic dancing he used to give us' (Shaw in Laurence, ed., 1981b pp.69- 
70). Shaw was apparently inspired to attempt various ballet feats for himself 
in the street after seeing de Vincenti perform, though his account of these 
(Laurence, ed., 1981a p.932) is probably more fantasy than fact.
Another indication of the lack of partner work in the currently accepted form 
of the pas de deux is that Genée did not have a male partner at the Empire until 
1901 when the Itahan Amadeo Santini partnered her in an adage in Old China. 
Another partner of Genée's was Paul Sundberg whom the Empire hired for the 
ballet The Duel in the Snow (revived 1903). Sundberg had danced with the 
ballerina at Stettin and continued to do so in several works at the Empire until 
1907. Other male dancers from the ballet tradition included Enrico Cecchetti, 
Edouard Espinoza and Adolphe Bolm. Cecchetti performed at the Empire 
periodically between 1888-1892. A sketch in the Illustrated Snorting and 
Dramatic News (anon.. 1888 p.l98), captioned 'A Human Teetotum', shows 
Cecchetti in doublet, hose and a whirl of motion. It is the only graphic 
illustration of a male ballet dancer in action found to date, an indication, 
perhaps, of the lack of press and public interest in them. Espinoza, son of the 
renowned dancer and teacher, Leon, took on the title role of the Dancing 
Master in his own revival (1914) of Farren's 1910 production. As this role had 
originally been danced by the non-trained Farren himself it is unlikely, 
unless Espinoza changed the choreography, to have been balletically based. 
Adolphe Bolm, who had trained at the Imperial Ballet Academy, St. Petersburg, 
appeared on the Empire variety bill with Lydia Kyasht before she was engaged 
there as première danseuse and he returned in 1910 to partner her again in a 
series of dances produced by himself. However, he was never involved in the 
'company' ballets at the Empire.
Information on male dancers who appeared in the music hah ballets is scarce; 
not only is it difficult to ascertain their background or training but, when it is 
known that a dancer had a bahet pedigree it is not clear the extent to which 
the vocabulary of the danse d ’ecole was used. With the majority of male parts 
being played en travestie it is evident that the exact nature of the male 
'dancing' role has to be treated with caution. The lack of male dancers was a 
significant characteristic of the music hall ballet and, as claimed in this study.
this had a resonance more profound than its strategy as a mere casting device 
would suggest.
Since the Romantic period, the unpopularity of male dancers with audiences 
had resulted in the convention of male roles being played en travestie (see 
Ch. 7 for further discussion on the significance and imphcations of this type of 
role).24 Although some visual sources depict an en travestie perform er 
supporting a ballerina who is in arabesque or en pointe these were primarily 
non-dancing, mime roles.25 Mime was an important element in the Itahan 
pedagogy and it was common, in Italian ballets, to separate the dance and mime
roles.26
Two of the most famous en travestie performers with the music hah ballets 
were Italian women who previously had prestigious careers as dancers.
Malvina Cavahazzi had been prima ballerina at the New York Metropohtan 
Opera House. After seeing her in light opera at the Alhambra in 1873, Taghoni 
is reputed to have comphmented her for 'keeping ahve the art of the Italian 
dancing school.' (Hunt, ed., 1906 p.66). Cavahazzi made her first appearance at 
the Empire in Diana (1888) in a dancing role but, henceforth, ah her parts 
were en travestie though on retirement she opened her own Academy of 
Dancing where she taught the Itahan pedagogy (Bedehs, 1954 p.21). The other 
renowned Italian artist was Francesa Zanfretta, a dancer who, according to de 
Valois (1959 p.95), only appeared in mime roles after the birth of her daughter 
because neither she nor her husband 'considered that the shortened skirt and 
the low-cut bodice of a dancer's costume were seemly for a wife and mother.' 
Zanfretta was the leading mime at the Empire for twelve years from 1895 and it 
was she who taught the art to Ursula Moreton, who passed on the teaching in 
de Valois' school.27 Thus, another connection can be made between the music 
hah baUets and the development of 'British' bahet.
Another famous mime with an Italian name was, in fact, British. Carlotta 
Mossetti was bom  in London of an Itahan father and an Irish mother. She was 
apprenticed to the School of Dancing at the Alhambra when ten years old and 
made her first appearance in Paquita (1908) at the age of eighteen. She 
modelled her travestie style on de Vincenti and partnered Genée and Bedehs.
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She was, according to the Ballet Annual (Haskell, ed., 1960 p.l39), 'probably 
the last of the British travesti (sic) dancers.' As well as performing, Mossetti, 
as Ballet Mistress at the Alhambra, arranged dances in several works. 
Although it is not always possible to ascertain the nationahty of the lesser 
known artists it is probable that those such as Julia Searle, Flo Martell, Edith 
Slack, Dorothy Craske and 'Miss Matthews', ah of whom appeared mainly but 
not solely en travestie, were British.^® Important though these roles were, 
they did not demand the virtuosic dancing skills of the ballerinas and 
therefore offered career opportunities for the indigenous performers of the 
music hall ballets.
4.2.2 Character, speciality and o ther roles
It is not always possible to distinguish the female dancers who drew upon some 
kind of ballet training from those who were primarily character dancers; it is 
probable that most of them had a variety of skills. For example, Ehse Clerc, 
part French and part British, receives mention for her eccentric dances 
(Perugini, 1946 p.248) and for the usually character role as an Ugly Sister in 
Cinderella (Empire 1906: undated programme in Empire Album, Royal Academy 
of Dancing archives) but she also went on to become ballet mistress at the 
Alhambra for which she produced five w o r k s .29 Beatrice ColUer was a well- 
known character dancer and mime whose Apache Dance with Fred Farren in A 
Dav in Paris (Empire 1908) is noted in several sources (for example, in Haskell 
and Richardson, eds., 1932 p.45).
If the training of the female dancers equipped them for a variety of styles it is 
clear that the majority of male performers in the ballets were either eccentric 
or character dancers or actor/mimes. Unlike the premiers danseurs they 
tended to be British and came from a general pantomime, stage or variety 
background. These performers included Fred F a r r e n ;® ^  will Bishop, an 
eccentric and clog dancer who after his career at the Empire went on to 
become ballet master and producer at the Cohseum;® ^  Frank Lawton, eccentric 
dancer renowned for his whistling and Fred Storey, an actor and dancer who 
also painted the scenery for a number of Alhambra productions. Tom Wahs,
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who generally played the villain or roue at the Empire, eventually became a 
well known actor, manager and producer in the London theatre and, from the 
late 1920s, acted in and directed films.®2 An examination of the careers of 
these performers, together with descriptions of their roles in contemporary 
critical reviews, reveals the variety of genres and performing styles that the 
music hall ballets embraced.®® As discussed in Chapter 3, note 28, it is this 
feature of the ballets which perhaps made them distinctly 'British'.
4.2.3 C oryphées  and corps de ballet
Dancers who performed in small groups, usually of four or under, were named 
in the programmes and this information corroborates more general comment 
in primary sources on the identity of the dancers in two respects. These are, 
their nationahty and their family connections. With a few exceptions, the 
names of the dancers suggest British nationahty. As Cochran notes of the 
Alhambra and the Empire,
each of these houses maintained a permanent corps de ballet of 
native birth - it used to be said of the Alhambra that the members 
were reared on the premises.
Cochran, 1945 pp.208-209
The printed names in the programmes also indicate the degree to which a 
career in the bahet was often a famhy tradition. At the Empire, for example, 
there were five Cohier sisters: Beatrice, Elsie, Lily, Mihicent and Daisy, the 
first four of whom were named in the cast for Cinderella (1906).®4 Also in 
Cindereha were three Craskes and in Les Panhlons (Empire 1902) three 
Vincents were cast. A common name does not, of course, necessarily indicate a 
famhy relationship but such was the nature of the theatrical community that 
these connections were more probable than not.
As might be expected within such a community, matrimonial relationships 
developed. Tom Wahs, leading man in dramatic roles at the Empire, married 
one of its dancers, Hhda Edwardes (Bedehs, 1954 p.l9) and Frank Lawton, 
eccentric dancer, married Daisy Colher (Bedehs, 1954 p.38). There is no
accessible written evidence as to whether these women gave up their work on 
marriage though further research into their dates of marriage and the dates 
when they were performing would reveal whether they had a post- 
matrimonial career in the theatre. There appeared to be no stigma attached to 
married women in the theatre generally. The census of 1901 records that, of 
the 1023 women aged between twenty five and thirty-five who gave their 
profession as 'actors' (a category which included dancers, chorus girls and 
music hall artistes), 510 were single and 513 were married or widowed. The 
next category, aged thirty-five to forty-five years showed 84 single women 
and 207 married or widowed.®® As dancers very often either contributed to the 
family income or were the sole breadwinners it is hkely that only those who 
married into a higher social class could afford to retire. Unity More, a 
colleague of Bedells at the Empire, retired on the occasion of her marriage to 
Captain Haigh, MC, RA (Who was who in the theatre 1978 p.l744). It could be 
speculated but not proven that, whilst performers like Zanfretta who married 
within the profession remained in the theatre after marriage and children,®^ 
in More's case the social censure attached to the profession might have 
prompted her retirement from it.
Clues as to the identity and social background of the unnamed dancers, the 
corps de ballet, come from a range of sources.®^ A poem by 'J.M.B.' on the 
apotheosis scene of Faust (Empire 1895) refers to the corps, who were cast in 
this scene as angels. After the curtain had fallen.
No more the angels deck the sky -
Those angels hail from Peckham Rye
From Bow or Kentish Town.
1896 p.524 38
An unreferenced quotation in Flitch (1912 p.65) describes the corps as 'rank 
after rank and file after file of honest breadwinners from Camberwell and 
Peckham Rye.'
The incongruity between the individual identities of the corps and the fantasy 
world of the ballet which presents the dancers as a glamorous but 
homogeneous mass is the theme of a poem, The Ballet, by Thomas Hardy:
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Though all alike in their tinsel livery,
And indistinguishable at a sweeping glance.
They muster, maybe 
As hves wide in irrelevance 
A world of her own has each one underneath 
Detached as a sword from its sheath.
Thomas Hardy 1917 in 
Gibson (ed.) 1976 p.492
This contrast between reality and fantasy is further explored in Part IV of this 
study.
It could be speculated that part of the attraction felt by writers and artists for 
these ballet girls was attributable to the fascination of women from a lower 
social class, particularly during an era when strict social etiquette rendered 
women of their own class sexually unobtainable (see Ch.8 for further debate 
on this issue).®9
The age at which the dancers joined the corps was young compared with 
current standards. By 1901, although there was no statutory school leaving 
age, the minimum age at which young people could undertake full-time 
employment was twelve years (Wardle, 1970 p.74). Bedells was thirteen when 
she joined the Empire and, although given solo roles, 'first dressed with the 
two youngest members of the corps because we were considered too young to 
be in the grown-ups dressing rooms.' (Bedells, 1954 p.23). Unity More made 
her first appearance on the Empire stage around the age of fifteen (Bedells, 
1954 p.39). The issue is compUcated, however, by the fact that dancers, 
including children, who were apprenticed at the associated schools were hired 
to the theatres and therefore might have appeared from a very early age (see 
4.2.4). No record has been found to date of the age at which the corps retired 
from performing, but youth was not necessarily a prerequisite of employment, 
for
so long as a dancer retains the necessary amount of agility, 
she can remain on the boards, in spite of advancing years, 
well on into middle life; mother and daughter have danced in 
the same ballet before now.
Leppington, 1891 p.251
107
Bedells confirms that
many of the women had spent their whole hves on the stage - 
some were even grandmothers - and they were very proud of 
their tradition.
Bedells in Borgnis, 1982 p.24
4.2.4 Children and supernum eraries
As suggested above, children were cast in dancing or auxiliary roles, a feature 
of professional theatre which was not uncommon.40 Included in a bequest for 
the female performers and stage staff at the Alhambra were 'many of the 
underage girls' who, says Booth (1929 p.l54), 'danced on as robins, or swallows 
or other smah birds.' banner took her pupils from the age of ten and these 
children would have appeared in the Empire ballets (anon., 1893b). The cast 
was also swelled by dancers who performed at other venues and joined the 
ballet at key points during the performance. Cleo Colhns, interviewed at the 
Rehearsal Club (see section 4.4), explained how she did a 'turn' at the Royal 
every evening, 'and then I hurry up and get to the Empire in time to come in 
the procession' ('M.L.C.', 1893 p.24).
Non-dancing roles were sometimes recruited from backstage staff, friends and 
famihes of the performers or creators of the ballets. For example. Guest (1992 
p.69) notes that a friend of the Alhambra choreographer, Alfredo Curti, was 
sometimes given a small role in the ballets as a reward for his help with Curd's 
research. Perugini (1915d p.274) mentions a cast list for the Alhambra's 
Soldiers of the Queen (1900) which included a corps de ballet, chorus and 
auxiliaries numbering over two hundred and fifty people in all. Other 
programmes advertising a corps of one hundred and fifty dancers were not 
uncommon. Such large casts, which ranged from the virtuoso principal 
dancers to the 'extras', served to create the spectacle which, as Chapter 5 
demonstrates, was the most significant feature of the music hall ballet.
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4.3 TRAINING FOR THE MUSIC HALL BALLET
It is apparent that during the period under discussion there was an increase in 
both the provision and standards of training for the dancer. Whilst the 
principals brought their technical expertise with them, before the 1880s the 
indigenous British performers had httle opportunity to undertake a systematic 
training in a permanent school. In 1888 the Reverend Stewart Headlam, a 
champion of the classical ballet tradition, blamed the apparently poor 
standards of dancing on this lack of opportunity.
The absence of any regular school permanently connected with 
a Theatre or Opera, in which English Dancers can be trained ... 
naturally discourages and often absolutely prevents the English 
Dancers from giving that energy and time to Practice, which is so 
entirely necessary for all who would be perfect in their art.
Headlam (ed.), 1888 p.xi
In another source in which the situation in Russia is compared with that in 
England, the author sees the problem in a far broader context. Acknowledging 
the view that 'it is said that Enghsh girls would make the finest dancers in the 
world', s/he bemoans the lack of a positive attitude to art generally and the 
absence of State nurture and support (T, 1913).
Even when training opportunities were available there were other 
circumstances which mihtated against their effectiveness. In a comparison 
between European and Russian dancers. Flitch observed that
In England ... it has been the custom for the danseuse to go to 
this or that teacher or leam a single dance necessary for a certain 
performance, but not to leam dancing. Indeed it is impossible as 
a general rule for the dancer out of her slender salary to pay one or 
two guineas an hour ... in order to attain an efficiency which even 
when acquired is rarely appreciated.
Fhtch, 1912 p.63
Dancing schools did exist though their raison d'etre was not to train students 
for a professional career in the theatre. For example, Mrs. Wordsworth, 
through whose school passed Unity More and Ninette de Valois, taught fancy 
dancing and deportment. She was described by de Valois (1959 p.36) as having
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'a puritanical loathing of dancing as a profession'. Even for those who taught 
dancing as a social skill, the theatre was anathema.
One training opportunity which was open to aspiring young professional 
dancers was an apprenticeship at the schools attached to the Alhambra and the 
Empire. The school opened by Leon Espinoza in Kennington Road, South 
London in 1872 supphed most of the Alhambra corps, as did Coppi's school 
subsequently. The latter is an example of the practice where principal 
teachers at the schools were also ballet mistresses or masters at the theatres 
and rehearsal for the productions which involved apprentice dancers would 
start in the schools (anon., 1893b).
The National Training School of Dancing ,41 established by Colonel Mapleson,42 
at 73 Tottenham Court Road, had been directed by Lanner since its inception in 
1876. By 1906, over 1000 pupils had apparently passed through this school 
(Hunt, ed., 1906 p.200). Lanner took pupils from the age of ten years, for 'if 
they come any younger there is no end of worry with the School Boards, the 
Cruelty Boards, and ever so many other boards.' (anon., 1893b p.l5). From her 
own words in a most revealing interview, it would appear that Lanner kept 
her pupils up to their early twenties by which age they would have been 
performing regularly in the ballets. Other sources, however, do not mention 
or are ambiguous as to whether the Empire dancers continued to take lessons 
at a school; took what in current terminology would be the equivalent of a 
'company' class; had private lessons elsewhere; kept up their skills with their 
own private practice or simply maintained them by the activity of 
performing .4® For example, in Compton Mackenzie's fictional account (1912) 
based on the Alhambra, he makes no mention of any further formal training 
for the dancers of the corps once they had joined the house company. It is 
probable that the continuing training of the dancer varied according to both 
the opportunities that were available throughout the period and the place of 
the dancer in the company hierarchy. What is very unlikely, as Flitch 
(above) suggests, is that the dancers of the corps could afford the personal 
tuition of which the principals were able to avail themselves.
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Other schools which existed in London included the International Academy of 
Dancing, estabhshed by Alexander Genée in 1900 and situated at 5 Lisle Street, 
opposite the stage door of the Empire (Guest, 1958 p.40). It was Genée who 
made a significant contribution to the increase in technical standards; in 
CoDpelia (Empire 1906) he gave the corps their first stage experience of pointe 
work (Guest, 1958 p.79). Whilst this signifies that such an important feature 
had been missing hitherto, it also suggests that they must have been equipped 
to cope with the demands of this skill. It was Genée, also, who offered an 
alternative system of training to the Italian s c h o o l . ^ 4  When the Empire 
management felt that Bedells was becoming too set in the ItaÜan style they 
offered to pay for her to take classes with Alexander Genée instead of giving 
her a salary increase (Borgnis, 1982 p.26). Another school was run by 
Cavallazzi, the Empire's renowned en travestie performer; a most amusing 
description of these classes is given by Bedells in her autobiography (1954).
One disadvantageous result of the close connection between the schools and 
the theatres was that the dancers were only prepared for the technical 
demands of their envisaged roles and the training, even though it was based 
on traditional principles, tended to be mechanical. Perugini, in a comparison 
of training in the 1920s with that of the Victorian era, acknowledges that the 
latter
was generally somewhat parrot-like; the names of the various 
steps and enchainements not always being correct; and reasons 
seldom given for their performance.
Perugini, 1925c p.39
Such a picture is corroborated in Mackenzie's fictional description of his 
heroine's pre-Orient training at Madame Aldavini's (Mackenzie, 1912 Ch.VIII). 
A more sympathetic view of the demands of a dancer's technical training is 
given by Booth.
The trained dancer lives in a world of her own. For one thing, 
she is ever in the most rigid training. Her most ordinary daily 
exercises would cause the pet professional footballer to scratch 
his head anxiously and think seriously of increased wages.
Booth, 1929 p.152
I l l
Whilst it is clear from their autobiographies (Kyasht, 1929; Bedells, 1954; Genée 
in Guest, 1958) that the principal dancers continued their studies, usually with 
personal tuition. Booth's account is unusual in that it hints at the continuing 
training of the other ranks of dancers. However, these 'exercises' may have 
simply been their regular preparation before performance. Undoubtedly, the 
technical training of the dancers destined for ranks lower than principal was 
hmited in scope. They were trained with a particular end in view, that of a 
permanent place in the corps de ballet, rather than with the aim of a 
progressive career in dance. Such a lack of opportunity was recognised by 
Hibbert.
As a matter of fact, the average is not one possible première 
danseuse, of any grade, in a thousand pupils. Say ten or more 
may aspire to some lesser distinction.
Hibbert, 1916 p.l98
It is, therefore, hardly surprising that British dancers were accused of a lack 
of ambition when their sights were so limited and their opportunities so 
curtailed.45 Nevertheless, the dancers took pride in their work and a 
consequent rivalry between the two venues is evident from the following 
statements from dancers themselves. An ex-Alhambra dancer recalls that she 
and her peers
were expected to dance, unhke the corps de ballet of the Empire, 
who merely 'held up the scenery' and were in attendance on the 
prima ballerina.
Theresa Hayman in Guest, 1992 p.55
The Empire dancers were equally dismissive of their rivals:
I am afraid we at the Empire rather looked down on the Alhambra 
girls, I dare say this because their theatre had never had a ballerina 
of Genée's status.
Bedells, 1954 p.37
Evidence such as this not only demonstrates the dancers' pride in their art, but 
counteracts the insouciance attributed to the ballet girls in relation to their 
profession.
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4.4 THE WORKING CONDITIONS OF THE DANCERS
The working life of the dancer of any rank was one of practice, rehearsal and 
performance at unsocial hours. However, particularly if compared with the 
other main fields of employment for the working class woman such as 
domestic service and the manufacturing industry, and the very limited 
opportunities for the middle class woman, at least in the large venues their 
tenure was stable and secure (Leppington, 1891).
It is difficult to ascertain the income of a dancer because sources which 
mention figures rarely give the year, or period during which the income was 
earned. In relation to the principal dancers, Hibbert is the most useful source 
as he illustrates how wages increased from the 1870s/1880s through to 1907.
Some dancers now receive very large salaries. At the Alhambra 
in the old days £25 a week was considered a large fee. Genée came 
to the Empire for £15 a week and for a long time she was content with 
thirty; towards the end of her time there she had £70. Then came the 
boom. Not to be precise, the four most prominent dancers of the day 
range from 250-270 pounds a w e e k .4 6  
Hibbert, 1916 p.209
According to Guest (1958 p.22) Genée's first contract at the Empire was £20 per 
week and this figure is likely to be more accurate than Hibbert's as Guest's text 
was approved by Genée herself. Hibbert's estimate of £70 is likely to be 
accurate as Kyasht, who succeeded Genée in 1908, was given a contract after a 
month's employment of £75 per week, rising to £150 in 1911 (Kyasht, 1978 
p.l52). Compared with her income of the equivalent of £7 per month at the 
Imperial Theatres, it is not surprising that Kyasht accepted the Empire's 
contract. Nevertheless, the income of a danseuse was good but not e x c e s s i v e .4 7
Although there is a lack of readily available evidence on the wages of the 
premiers danseurs they commanded far less than the women. Paul Sundberg 
was paid £5 per week when he partnered Genée in The Duel in the Snow 
(Empire, revived 1903: Guest, 1992 p.l22). Whilst Sundberg would not have had 
such a major dancing role as the danseuses this disparity of earnings reflected 
the relative status and popularity of male and female performers.
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The wages of the coryphées, house corps and hired apprentices are more 
difficult to determine. Sources tend not to give specific dates and the term 
'dancer' may cover a variety of levels in the company hierarchy. Perugini 
clarifies the distinction between those who were hired and those who had 
completed their training.
There was a time when a young dancer was glad enough to appear 
in b a lle t... as unpaid, or practically unpaid, apprentice of a teacher 
who farmed out the talents of her school ... When out of her 
apprenticeship she was glad to earn one portion of her income in 
business during the day, and another by appearing in some production 
at night for a salary of a pound a week. Indeed, a pound or thirty 
shillings was a fairly usual salary for a dancer or chorus lady some 
thirty years ago.
Perugini, 1925c p.39
Perugini's estimate is corroborated by Hibbert (1916 p.l97) who locates the 
wages of a trained dancer at between 18s.-30s. per week. A chart published in 
1891 (Leppington, 1891 p.261) indicates the hierarchical nature of the corps, 
placing the front eight dancers as earning 35s.-38s., the middle rows 15s.-30s. 
and the back rows and extras 10s.-15s. per week. In the same chart, a scene 
painter earned approximately £3. per w e e k .4 8  High (1985 p.20) says that the 
dancers had to provide their own tights and shoes which cost between 2s.6d. 
and 5s. and lasted for three to four weeks. However, Bedells (1954 p.22) points 
out that satin shoes and silk tights were provided. This discrepancy can either 
be accounted for by a change in management practice over time or High may 
be referring to the corps and Bedells to the principals.
As Booth, C. (1903 p.324) describes a small family income of 21s./22s. as 'on or 
about the line of poverty' it can be seen that the dancers' incomes were low. 
Hibbert (1916 p.l08) was of the view that 'dancers of the rank and file are 
shamefully ill-paid.' His comment is particularly pertinent in view of the fact 
that,
the ballet girls are sometimes married women with families of their 
own, though more often they are girls living at home and supporting 
their parents, or else lodging by themselves or with some of their 
companions.
Leppington, 1891 p.251
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Whatever the case, their income was crucial, for 'the survival unit for most 
working class people was the family and women's labour, paid and unpaid, was 
absolutely vital to it.' (Yeo in Colls, ed., 1988 pp.17-18).
According to Guest (1992 p.131) the senior pupils at banner's school who were 
hired to the Empire received £4-£8 per month and children ls.-2s. a 
performance. Bedells received £4 per week at the age of thirteen but she was 
employed directly by the Empire and was undertaking solo roles.
Before the advent of the Russian dancers the premièresfianseuses under 
contract at the Albambra and Empire were able to earn a good but not 
immoderate wage. For the hundreds of women of the corps, trained or 
otherwise, the financial rewards were poor. Hibbert, in one of the few 
accounts to address the employment opportunities and rewards, summarises 
the general situation:
There are in London some 3000 young women who probably describe 
themselves as actresses and who, in varying degrees, really depend 
upon the theatre for a livehhood. They provide the decorative 
background of the stage; but they are capable of many sub divisions - 
dancers, singers, extra ladies and show girls are some. Many of these 
girls have a definite and laudable ambition, industry and courage. Not 
more than two-thirds of them can command regular work. Their 
salaries range from 18s. a week - at which rate, I regret to say, it is 
possible to engage a trained dancer - to £5, which in rare cases is given 
to a 'show girl.'
Hibbert, 1916 p.l93
A realistic view from inside the profession cames from an itinerant dancer, 
who noted,
there are no fortunes to be made as a dancer unless you happen to 
be a Loie Fuller, a Genée, a Maud Allan or a La BeUe Otero. But most 
dancers like the stage life, and prefer it to business. They are doing 
the work they hke, and this is compensation for their small pay. 
anon., 1913 p.78
Even though poorly paid, the dancers' income was, as discussed, essential for 
their survival. In rare documentation in which the voice of the ballet girls is 
heard directly, their panic at the threatened closure of the Empire is evident
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(see Ch.3.2.2). For a dancer to have written to the men of the London County 
Council would have taken courage indeed, and Emily Banbury's letter is full of 
apologies. She pleads,
my engagement at the Empire theatre is of subordinate character 
but as my position is my livelihood I am emboldened to appeal to you, 
not only in my own name but also in that of my two sisters and other 
ladies.
LCC/MIN/10,803, 13 October 1894
Having performed at the Empire for seven years, she points out the serious 
consequences of the loss of jobs 'in the present already overcrowded state of 
the labour m a r k e t . '4 9  Such an appeal is a reminder of the devastation that the 
closure of the Empire would have caused to the lives of hundreds of working 
women and men employed by the theatre.
As with wages, the working conditions in the theatre differed according to the 
dancer's place in the hierarchy. The principals had their own dressing rooms 
as was, and still is, the custom in all branches of the theatre. A sketch of 
Genée's dressing room (Royal Academy of Dancing archives), with its dressing 
table, chairs, lamps and flowers depicts a room which could belong in a private 
home. Facihdes for the corps were the obverse. Mackenzie's (1912 Ch.ll) 
fictional description of backstage is corroborated by a letter of complaint 
written to the London County Council. A Wüham J.Butler drew the inspectors' 
attention to the small, dirty, gas-lit rooms, with their inadequate sanitary 
provision and rats.
In each of these rooms ten to 12 (sic) girls all perspiring from strenuous 
dancing have to spend the evening to earn a living. These conditions 
are liable I should say to lead to consumption and other iUnesses.^O 
LCC/MIN/10,770, 5 August 1911
A further letter from Butler, a tenacious campaigner whose link with the 
theatre is unknown (a search among cast hsts for the period may reveal a 
family connection), complained that, by January 1912, as men were being 
hired for the ballet the women were even more crowded m a fewer number of 
rooms (LCC/MIN/10,770, 6 January 1912). The complaints did elicit an
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inspection, reports and recommendations, though it is not known what action 
was taken.
However, for the house ballet, the management of both the Alhambra and the 
Empire provided material perquisites which perhaps made the working life of 
a dancer less harsh than her contemporaries in other fields of employment. 
Bedells (1954 p.24) describes how, when the performers were working extra 
long hours during the latter stages of rehearsal for a new production, 'food 
was provided in the foyer at the back of the circle for the corps de ballet and 
the stage staff.' The principals 'were given excellent meals at the Qjieen's 
Hotel next door where a large table was kept laid and ready for any of us who 
were able to sUp out of the theatre for half an hour or so.' In his colourful 
account of an Alhambra ballet, Mayhew describes how during the rehearsal, 
which usually lasted from eleven a.m. to two p.m.,
somewhere about mid-day there is a ten minute interval for 
luncheon, when 'mother' is in great demand, with her bread-and- 
cheese basket and cans of beer.
Mayhew, 1892 p.64
An illustration (p.66) accompanying the article depicts this 'mother', an 
elderly, aproned woman with a large basket full of bottles. Another sketch 
(p.66) shows the dancers at rest around a make-shift trestle table, with a bottle 
by their side and a glass in their hands. In sources on the music-hall ballet, 
such evidence of the working environment of the dancers is rare and, 
although presented in words and in pictures as rather rosily cosy, it 
effectively reveals the human element behind the fantasy world.
Further evidence of the working day of the dancers is provided by an article 
in the Westminster Budget of 1893 on the provision of a Rehearsal Club for 
ballet girls. This club was the idea of a member of the Alhambra ballet, who 
'confided her views on the subject to Lady Magenis.' A committee was formed, 
the honorary secretary of which did her best to make the club 'popular with 
the class for whom it was opened' ('M.L.C.', 1893 p.26). It was intended for use 
by the ballet girls between their daytime rehearsal (or matinée) and the 
evening performance. The journalist who visited the club found that
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there is a cheerful, independent spirit abroad ... Opinions are given 
freely on all subjects and good natured chaff rattles around like hail ... 
On the whole, a visit to the Rehearsal Club leaves a charming 
impression of jolly, unaffected girlhood.
'M.L.C.', 1893 pp. 24-25
Even allowing for a pert and rather patronising journalistic style, the matter- 
of-fact attitudes of the dancers to their daily job is evident, and makes an 
interesting contrast to the romantic perceptions of some writers of the period 
(see Ch.8).
The workload of the dancers during the evening performances differed 
according to whether there were one, two or three ballets on the programme 
and the scale of these works. Unlike the Imperial Theatres in Russia, for 
example, where ballets were cast from a number of principals, the Alhambra 
and Empire engaged only one or two premièresjtîanseuses at a time and they 
were therefore expected to dance at every performance. Kyasht felt 
overworked but recognised that her increase in salary was compensation.
(I) ... had to make two changes at every performance and dance three 
numbers in the space of fifteen minutes. At the Imperial Ballet I had 
been accustomed to dancing only two numbers and then resting for an 
hour.
Kyasht, 1978 p.l54
Guest (1992 p.l32) records that dancers 'were not allowed out of their dressing 
rooms between the two ballets and unpunctuaüty and neghgence were 
punished by fines.' This small detail reveals the disciplined environment in 
which the dancers worked and is a further strand of evidence to undermine 
the loose-living, dilettantish image of the dancer explored in Chapters 8 and 9.
The contrast between the glamour of the ballets and the working hves of their 
executants is highlighted by sympathetic writers of the period. Booth 
admonishes his readers,
it has perhaps been a cherished notion of yours that the life of 
the ballet-girl is one delirious round of champagne suppers and 
attendant admirers. It does not now surprise you in the least to hear 
that she is one of the hardest workers in the theatrical family. Her
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life is one unvarying, stereotyped routine of practice, rehearsal and 
performance. In the ballets there is no place for the frivolous butterfly 
of popular imagination; the disciphne is merciless, and the physical 
demands exacting.
Booth, 1929 p.l52
Booth describes the dancer's daily routine:
In the theatre itself she lives amongst her own people; together they 
perform their highly specialised share of the evening's entertainment 
and, that over, home she scurries, for the belated meal and the rest 
before the next day's round of practice, rehearsal, theatre.
Booth, 1929 p.l52
Hibbert, similarly, stresses the hard working, mundane nature of the life of 
the working class dancer.
She must devote herself each day to practice. At night she must report 
herself sober and competent. Shortly after eleven you may see her at 
Charing Cross waiting for the Biixton bus. To her, the Savoy is a 
shadow, and Romano's a romance. She is the sedate, painstaking artisan 
of the stage, with her sick clubs, and her boot clubs, and all the petty 
prudences of the working class.
Hibbert, 1916 pp.197-198
Again, another writer was
astonished at the amount of hard work the corps de ballet had to 
get through. Rehearsals were strenuous and frequent, and the girls 
appeared each morning with the regularity of factory workers. Their 
life seemed one incessant hurrying backwards and forwards from home 
to theatre.
Wilhs in Green (ed.), 1986 p.l80
Symons, in a poem entitled 'Behind the Scenes: Empire' (in London Nights 
1895), encapsulates the incongruity between the identity, individuality and 
mortal world of the ballet girls and the fantasy world of their art:
Blonde, and bewigged, and winged with gold.
The shining creatures of the air 
Troop sadly, shivering with cold.
All wigs and paint, they hurry in 
Then bid their radiant moment be 
The footlights' immortaUty!
Symons, 1895 p.21
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4.5 CONCLUSION
Examination of the identity, background and training of the principal dancers 
reveals shared characteristics. Like the choreographers, they were either 
Italian in origin or studied the Italian system of training and this technical 
and performing tradition linked the music hall ballet to its forbears. However, 
such a shared tradition could also result in a bland uniformity of style. The 
notions that the emphasis on technical virtuosity at the expense of personality 
and the dehumanisation inherent in the genre, were not only responsible for 
inscribing the image of the ballerina but also for differentiating her from 
other performers, are debated in Chapter 5.
The continuing importation of not only a tradition but also the executants of 
that tradition gave tittle opportunity for a 'national' performing style to 
develop or for indigenous dancers to achieve principal status, or, indeed, any 
status at all. For the British corps de ballet at the Alhambra and Empire, career 
prospects were non-existent, wages minimal and the daily life one of 
monotonous hard work. However, employment was regular and comparatively 
secure and, although they saw the obverse backstage, the ballet offered all the 
charm and excitement of the theatre. Such a world would have been enticing 
compared with other opportunities open to working class women of the time. 
Furthermore, disciplined though their lives were, the ballet must have given a 
sense, if not the reality, of i n d e p e n d e n c e . The world backstage was also a 
woman's world, offering friendship and camerardarle, where women could 
relate not just to men but to each other.
Nevertheless, an examination of the ballet girls' working lives reveals the 
reality of their existence behind the glamour of the ballets. Backstage, as 
people, they trooped 'sadly, shivering with cold.' On stage, as performers, 
they were 'blonde, and bewigged, and winged with gold.' How this fantasy 
world of the ballet embodied not just the traditions of the genre but also the 
social and ideological consciousness of the period, and how the image of the 
dancer was formed by that consciousness, is examined in Part HI of this study.
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CHAPTER 4 
NOTES
1. The census of 1871 shows the highest number of females in 
employment were in the 15-19 age range (Office of Population 
Census and Surveys: Census 1871)
2. Office of Population Census and Surveys Census records 1881,1901 
and 1911. There is no separate category for dancers but notes to the 
1921 statistics make it clear that the category for 'actors - female' 
includes the category 'dancers', 'ballet dancers', 'danseuses' and 
'chorus girls'. Unfortunately, there is no further division of the 
figures into these sub-categories. See, however, Davis (1991 pp.41- 
46) for a discussion of the anomahes in census records in relation to 
the category of 'actresses'.
3. See HoUedge (1981) for a detailed account of the achievements of 
Edwardian actresses.
4. For example, the London music hall appearances of Emma Bessone 
(Alhambra 1885-6 and 1888-9); Carlotta Brianza (Empire 1888; 1893-4) 
and Enrico Cecchetti (Empire 1888; 1891-2) are not mentioned in 
Wilson's (1974) or Koegler's (1987) dictionaries. Perhaps more 
significantly, general historical texts written during the early years 
of the development of 'British' ballet omit either the performers or 
their music hall pasts. In Noble's British Ballet (undated, circa 1949) 
Bedells' career is outlined thus: 'Teacher and dancer. Bom Bristol 
1893. Studied under Cavalazzi (sic), Cecchetti, Pavlova, Genée and 
Legat. She made her first appearance in Alice in Wonderland (1906) 
and afterwards danced in a number of London shows, including 
Razzle Dazzle. Zig-Zag. Smile. lovbells etc. In 1920 she toured with 
Novikoff in a season of Russian ba lle t...' There is no mention of 
either the Empire where she acquired the status of première 
danseuse or of any of the ballets in which she appeared from 1907- 
1915.
5. In some sources this section of the ballet is known as the 'chorus' but 
the majority of programmes refer to the 'corps de ballef .  There was, 
however, a very clear distinction between a ballet girl and a chorus 
girl. (See Ch.9.2)
6. For example, The Drvad (Empire 1908) had only two characters, the 
dancer Genée and a baritone singer.
7. Anstey (1890) refers to a ballet at a Leicester Square theatre and it is 
only die Alhambra or the Empire which would fit his description.
8. There was at least one other Danish dancer. Mile. Britta (real name 
Petersen) who performed at the Alhambra 1908-1910 (Guest, 1992 
p.72).
9. Alexander Genée trained in Russia as a pupil of Johannson;
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Johannson was a pupü of Bournonville who studied with Vestris at 
the school of the Paris Opera. It is possible, though the premise 
would need further investigation, that the lauded expressive 
qualities of Adeline Genée's dancing were in part due to this French 
influence on her training.
10. Genée's dedication and professionahsm were often mentioned as a 
feature of her work but there is no evidence to show that danseuses 
who preceded her did not bring the same qualities to their working 
lives.
11. The Association of Operatic Dancing became the Royal Academy of 
Dancing in 1936.
12. Fonteyn suggests that Genée was more than just a link, for 'the fact 
that she danced in Leicester Square, not Covent Garden, had an 
unsuspected significance; it meant that the force of genuinely 
British tradition was moving slowly towards its own national ballet. 
The opera houses had always been showcases for continental artists; 
the Empire was British through and through.' (Fonteyn, 1980 p.299) 
Although Genée is the most significant example, there were many 
performers in the music hall ballets who linked past traditions to 
future developments. For example, Mde. Rosa, an ex-Alhambra 
dancer partly trained by Palladino, became ballet mistress at the 
Lyceum where she worked in pantomime with de Valois, who is 
commonly regarded as one of the 'founding mothers' of British 
ballet, (de Valois, 1959 p.41).
13. This information is correct as at 1987 (Koegler, 1987).
14. Information on these more renowned dancers and on the male ballet 
dancers can be found in dance encyclopedias or dictionaries
such as Haskell and Richardson (eds. 1932); Wilson (1974) or Koegler 
(1987).
15. Kyasht's claim that 'after I joined the cast at the Empire, ballet 
reached the height of its fame, and formed the principal item on the 
programme' (Kyasht, 1978 p.l60) rather exaggerates her own 
contribution. As clarified in Chapter 3, the ballet had been 'famous' 
and principal item on the programme for many years before Kyasht 
arrived.
16. Amongst other sources, it is indicated that Bedells was the first 
Enghsh ballerina in Gadan and MaiUard (eds., 1959 p.59) and Clarke 
and Vaughan (eds., 1977 p.55). Haskell (1972 p.71) refers to her as 
'the first Enghsh dancer the English public had accepted.'
17. Fancy dancing is described by de Valois as 'a quaint compromise of 
rudimentary steps such as the chase and glissade combined with 
other steps fancy beyond belief (de Valois, 1959 p.36).
18. Topsy Sinden is described by Bedells as a dancer who 'excelled in a 
light and easy kind of tap dancing... and in skirt dancing' (Bedells, 
1954 p.27).
19. It has not been possible to ascertain Skelley's nationality but it is
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highly likely that she was British.
20. See de Valois (1959 pp.35-36) for an account of Mrs. Wordsworth and 
her school.
21. Skirt dancing did originally utilise a balletic vocabulary for the 
lower body which was elaborated upon with the manipulation of a 
long skirt around the legs. In time, the latter became a more 
important element than the former and the technical skills were 
lost. (See Flitch, 1912 Ch.5)
22. Perugini does not give the name of this man but mentions that he 
was a maitre de ballet at a Leicester Square theatre and came from a 
Milan trained background. This, plus the chronological timing, 
would seem to suggest that it was Carlo Coppi of the Alhambra.
23. As Southey died in 1843, Grove is drawing upon a considerably 
earlier source to support her argument.
24. Women also played male roles in pantomime and burlesque (Hyman. 
1975 p.5)
25. One of many examples is a photograph of Connelia (Guest, 1958 
opposite p.96) which shows Dorothy Craske 'supporting' Adeline 
Genée en arabesque.
26. Giannandrea Poesio (1990) gives an account of the Italian tradition of 
balletic mime.
27. De Valois (1959 pp.95-96) writes a graphic description of Zanfretta, 
with whom she studied during the late 1920s.
28. A comment on Julia Searle (anon., 1898 p.490) reveals the suspicion 
of British talent: 'Miss Searle, who, though British, has technique as 
a dancer and a gift for miming.'
29. As the careers of Fred Farr en and Will Bishop would suggest, the title 
of 'ballet master/mistress' did not necessarily rely on a training in 
the genre.
30. See Chapter 3 note 28 for a reference to Barren's career.
31. The Sketch (anon., 1895a) gives a biographical outline of Bishop's 
career.
32. Information on these British male performers can be found in 
various sources, including cumulative editions of Who was who: Who 
was who in the theatre and the Dictionarv of national bioeranhv.
See also Who's who in dancing (Haskell and Richardson, eds., 1932).
33. It would appear that this variety of performing styles was more 
common in the topical ballets which appeared during the latter part 
of the period than in the works which addressed traditional subject 
matter.
34. The first names of the CoUier sisters are taken from Bedells (1954
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p.38) and from cast lists on various Empire programmes.
35. Figures taken from the 1901 Census records at the Office of Population 
Census and Surveys, London.
36. Zanfretta married the actor, Charles Lauri (anon., 1952 p.669)
37. Occasionally, references can be found on music hall appearances by 
dancers who became prominent in later life. For example, an article 
on Friderica Derra de Moroda, a dancer, teacher and owner of one of 
the largest dance collections in the world, mentions that 'from 1913 
she lived in England where she appeared as a dancer in Music Halls 
and pantomimes.' (Dahms, 1983 p.69). As the source mentions that 
de Moroda resumed classical ballet training, this suggests that is was 
very possible that she appeared at the Alhambra or the Empire.
One dancer who, it is alleged, auditioned for the Empire but was not 
accepted, was Isadora Duncan. Guest (1992 p. 121) cites an interview 
with an Empire dancer who was 'sufficiently impressed' enough to 
remember her, only later learning that it was Duncan. However, it 
is not clear from Guest whether Duncan was auditioning for a place 
in the ballet, or as a separate act on the music hall programme. 
MacDonald (1977 p.54) also states that Duncan 'had an audition for 
the Empire theatre with Katti Lanner, but was not accepted.' 
MacDonald does not reveal her source; she may be using, or 
following up. Guest's (originally cited in 1962). No other 
corroborative evidence has been found to date.
38. Guest (1992 p.l21) suggests that the writer of the poem could be J.M. 
Barrie.
39. The fact that the dancers of the corps were known as 'girls', 
whatever their age, is an interesting example of how language can 
render women less threatening and lessen their status by denying 
them maturity. See Millett (1971 p.251) or Graddol and Swann (1989 
p.ll7) for a discussion on the implications of the use of the term 
'girl'. The dancers were also known as the 'ladies of the ballet'. As 
in 'charladies' or 'ladies of the street' this term was, and is, often used 
to describe women who are clearly not 'ladies' in the conventional 
sense of the term.
40. It was not unusual for children to appear on stage. For example, John 
Tiller's first presentation in 1890 of what eventually became the 
Tiller Girls was of four girls all aged about ten, though they did have 
to attend school when not in the theatre (Vernon, 1988 p.l2).
41. This estabhshment was referred to by Perugini (1946 p.239) as the 
National School of Dancing.
42. Col. Mapleson's son, the opera impressario Charles Mapleson, 
married the en travestie artist, Cavallazzi (Hunt, ed., 1906 p.66)
43. It would appear that company class at the Empire was neither 
traditional nor regular. Bedells (Borgnis, 1982 p.26) notes 'there 
were, eventually a few company classes, but they weren't very 
satisfactory, so most dancers and company members found their own
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teachers to help them.'
44. The Westminster Budget (anon., 1893b p. 14) mentions that 'Madame 
Lanner no longer teaches her pupils in the ordinary routine 
manner; she has Italian masters for this sort of work.' The training 
undergone by other teachers such as Coppi and Cormani would 
suggest that the Itahan pedagogy was the most common, if not the 
only, system.
45. Bensusan (Flitch, 1912 p.66) exemplifies this kind of accusation 
against music h ^  dancers: 'It is an unfortunate fact, for which 
every ballet mistress will vouch, that English girls as a class do not 
take the trouble to work hard enough to acquire the perfect control 
over limbs and movement.'
46. Genée arrived at the Empire in 1897 and ceased her contract in 1907. 
Hibbert (1916 p.209) then goes on to mention Pavlova in America, 
who 'soared away from the topmost figure.'
47. For example, at the height of her career in the 1890s, Marie Lloyd 
could command £600 a week (Vicinus, 1974 p.256).
48. By 1899, Rose Batchelor, who led the coryphées and who would, 
therefore, have been senior in rank, earned £4.10s. for one 
week's work ( Alhambra artists engagement book Mav 1898- 
December 1900 Theatre Museum, London, archives.)
49. Another letter, the writer of which is probably a dancer though this 
cannot be proven, is equally heartfelt. The loss of the Empire's 
licence 'will throw most of us out of engagement without being able 
to procure another ... most of us are the mainstay of our famihes - 
some having as many as five or six dependent on them - so you can 
imagine what hardships there will be.' (LCC/MIN/10,803, 16 October 
1894)
50. Although working conditions were far from salubrious for the ballet
girls, they do appear to have improved from previous decades. In
1864, dancers of the corps who combined their performing work 
with that of seamstress, described their dancing life as 'labourious, 
unpleasant, comfortless, wet, sloppy and sorefooted.' ('T.W.R.', 1864 
p.43)
51. There is no evidence to illustrate what the dancers' views were of 
the changing roles of women in society and their increasing 
economic autonomy. It would be erroneous to assume that they 
necessarily had any strong opinions on the matter. As Bedarida (1979 
p. 120) points out, 'certainly the social code in all its rigour plunged a 
number of women into frustration and despair and even 
neurasthenia, but many others were perfectly at ease, happy and 
fulfilled in their own setting, narrow though it might be, without 
feeling themselves victims of male chauvinism.' It can also be 
argued that the working class dancer from the corps de ballet who 
was able to earn an income of her own, live a potentially 
independent life and, eventually, achieve a degree of respect for her 
skills, was as much a part of the move towards emancipation and 
change of social attitudes towards women, as was the activity of any
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suffragette.
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PART III
In order to examine ways in which the symbolic constructs of the ballet 
itself presented certain recurrent images of the dancer, and to consider the 
meanings of those images in relation to the social and institutional context 
of the dance, an analysis of the works is undertaken in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 
This analysis uses methodological procedures as outlined in Chapter 1.^  The 
following exposition expands on some of the issues which are pertinent to 
the analysis.
Chapter 5 examines the separate components of the ballets, each of which 
not only made a discrete contribution to the construction of the image of 
the dancer but which, collectively, form the basis for subsequent 
conclusions. Sections 5.1 and 5.2 analyse the choreography and aspects of 
performance and Section 5.3 reveals how the dancers themselves were 
presented and perceived by the critics. As Adshead notes,
factors relating to the participants in a dance may or may not be 
particularly significant in specific instances, but noting their 
age, size, number and role is part of discerning and describing the 
components of the dance. It may also be important in terms of style, 
purpose and meaning(s) of the dance.
Adshead in Adshead (ed.), 1988 p.30
In this section, the physical appearance of the dancers is considered not to 
objectify them by reducing them to the status of performing bodies but to 
investigate how the body of the dancer was presented on stage, in reviews 
and in visual images. Another important way in which the dancers were 
perceived relates to their ascribed personalities. Whilst this facet of 
analysis might normally be considered extraneous, unless it relates very 
directly to the interpretation of a danced role, in the music haU ballet the 
dancers' personalities (or lack of them) were as significant as their 
performance. Therefore, the physique and personality of the executants 
were important to the 'meanings' of the dance, if those meanings are read 
from the perspective of this study.
Although it could be argued that ballet is an essentially formahst art there 
was, at this stage in its history, no explicit notion of 'dance for dance sake'; 
no concept of the dancer as an abstract entity, whose raison d'etre was as a
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body moving in time and through space. In the music hall ballets, subject 
matter was narrative or dealt with human issues and concerns and roles 
were clearly named. The dancer was identifiable with a role, in a story, or 
as a personification. This identification was one of the most significant 
determinants of the dancers' image, and its nature and meanings are 
explored in Chapter 6.
The components of the ballets and the effect of their subject matter on the 
production of the image of the dancer applied as much to the travesty 
dancer as to the other performers. However, since the ambiguity of 
women representing men raises specific issues, the female travesty role is 
worthy of special attention. Using the same analytical categories. Chapter 
7 probes those issues and speculates upon the particular relationship 
between the travesty performer and the audience.
Casteras suggests in her analysis of images of women in Victorian painting 
that
examination of certain persistent icons during this period 
proves to be a very reveahng retrospective probe of the 
psyche of the era.
Casteras, 1982 pi66
In order to ascertain the extent to which the dancers, like Victorian women 
in general, were
lost or embedded in a superstructure of categories and 
prejudices, telescoped and often trivialised into restrictive 
sentimental stereotypes
Casteras, 1982 p.l77
some comparison is made with the visual arts of the period. Such a 
comparison, which draws particularly upon the work of Casteras (1982) and 
Dijkstra (1986) who examined fin de siecle culture, is valid in several 
respects. Both painting and ballet are experienced visually by the 
viewer/audience and, during this period particularly, ballets were often 
inspired by or compared with the visual arts. Most importantly, both art 
forms were concerned primarily with representations of women and, as 
highlighted in this Part, there are similarities and shared imagery.
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There are also significant differences in the nature of this imagery which 
would be expected, for both artistic tradition and contemporary influences 
are instrumental in the choice of form and content. As Betterton points 
out,
the idea that gender and sexual identities are constructed across 
different discursive practices helps to explain why femininity is 
represented ... in contradictory ways ... There may therefore be 
competing definitions of femininity which can be found across 
various cultural discourses. Part of the work of critical analysis 
is to trace how and why one set of visual codes can be taken up and 
reworked in a different context.
Betterton in Betterton (ed.), 1987 p.9
For example, Dijkstra found
an endless recurrence of ... a veritable iconography of misogyny 
... I found that the images of the painters also echoed in the works of 
the writers working during this period.
Dijkstra, 1986 p.vin
In this Part, it is claimed that the ballet did not display the 'virulent 
misogyny' (p.viii) which Dijkstra ascribes to other arts of the period. 
Reasons are suggested as to why its images, many of which are shared with 
the visual arts, are far less virulent but in their benignity also mirror 'the 
psyche of the era.'
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PART III
NOTE
1. In the following chapters no single ballet has been selected to serve 
as a paradigm case for detailed examination. Although it is argued 
that there are common factors across the works, to isolate one, or 
even a limited number, for detailed discussion would distort their 
complexity. Therefore, generalisations are based on the analyses 
presented in Appendices I - IV and examples are drawn from a wide 
range of works.
CHAPTER 5
SPINS AND TURNS, CHARM AND GRACE: 
THE COMPONENTS OF THE BALLETS
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131
5.0 INTRODUCTION
The image of the dancer was produced, in different but complementary 
ways, by the constituent parts of the ballets and by the unifying 
characteristic of spectacle. In its emphasis on this production value, the 
music hall ballet paralleled the mainstream theatre of the period.
Theatre in the Edwardian era, particularly, 'appealed by splendour and 
spectacle (both a little vulgar), and by repetitions of the famüiar' (Hynes, 
1968 p.228).l The importance of spectacle was also evident in the 
continental music hall, in other forms of theatre dance and in design. The 
flowing hnes, decoration, colour and exuberance of Art Nouveau found 
their theatrical equivalence in the vitality of the can-can, the swirling 
draperies of Loie Fuller and the clashing sabres and violent colours of 
Fokine's dances from Prince Igor (1909). In a discussion of the formalistic 
concerns of Nijinsky's ballets, Garafola notes that his works
made up but a fraction of the repertory. In the larger context 
of pre-war Ballets Russes, sensory thrill, not structure, was the 
pivot on which the company's aesthetic turned.
Garafola, 1989 p.317
It was, she further suggests, this commonality of 'sensory thrill' which, in 
the eyes of Bloomsbury, vulgarised Bakst's designs and 'demoted them to the 
level of the music hall' (p.320).^
As argued in Chapter 1, images are constructed not only in cultural 
artefacts, but by their public reception. In the case of the music hall 
ballet, as with dance of any period, writers repeatedly chose certain 
characteristics of the dance for attention. It is these characteristics which 
were the most significant features of the ballets and which constitute their 
'meanings' for the audiences of the period. As this study does not purport 
to be a comprehensive analysis of the ballets but is concerned with a 
particular focus or perspective, the lack of any 'objective' critical writing 
and the very obvious personal engagement of the commentators on the 
ballets is not obstructive.
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The same statement can be apphed to visual sources. These, in the main, 
comprise sketches and photographs which are posed either in the studio or 
in tableaux on stage. Although they may indicate the nature of certain 
components, significance lies in how the artist or photographer chooses to 
present the dance and dancers. Their choice of what to write about and 
how to present the visual image is revealing of the attitudes and 
perceptions of the time and it is these choices which contribute to the 
production of the image of the dancer.
5.1 THE DANCE VOCABULARY
As discussed in Chapter 6 the narrative of the ballets, which was told 
primarily through mime or dramatic action, was not substantially advanced 
by the actual dancing.^ The tenuous relationship between the dance and 
the plot was one of the conventions of the ballet against which Fokine 
rebelled (Fokine, 1914) so this was not a particular characteristic of the 
music hall. Because the movement vocabulary was based on the danse 
d'ecole for the premières danseuses and a much simphfied version of this 
for the corps, together with what would appear to be stereotyped character 
dances and social dance steps, sources rarely state what the movement 
entailed. A description such as Espinoza's of Palladino in Diana (Empire 
1888) is rare:
she commenced at the top left comer of the Empire stage, placed 
in perfect arabesque ouverte, the back leg at hip level, the heel 
clearly visible below her instep. She executed a series of releve, 
arabesque, cabriole derriere, sixteen times, travelling down to the 
lower right comer. No arm waving up and down - the back leg 
never lowering - a clear cut beat by the lower leg, rising to beat the 
top leg and sending it higher - perfect placement throughout - 
and on one leg all the time!
Espinoza, 1947 p.l7 4
Sources on the movement vocabulary of soloists other than the principals 
are also scarce though photographs of them in ballet shoes suggest that, to 
some extent, they used the classical ballet vocabulary.^ Information on the 
corps is rarer still and, as suggested in section 5.1.2, tends to focus not on 
the movement but on the spatial pattems made by the corps.^
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Due to its adherence to the danse d ’ecole, the formal elements of the 
movement vocabulary of the premières danseuses were more important 
than the expressive content, and pattern and spectacle were the most 
important features of the works overall (see 5.2). However, these 
characteristics of the genre do not negate the significance of the formal 
elements of the ballets in the construction of the image of the dancer. 
Although some of the following comments could apply to the ballet in other 
periods and other places, there are significant differences. For example, 
the music hall had no pas de deux as currently presented in ballet. 
Although the symbolism and gender bias of the danse d'ecole in general is 
not examined in detail it is necessary to consider some of these traditional 
elements as they were presented in the music hall ballets in order that a 
composite picture may be drawn and comparisons made between different 
images of the dancers.^
5.1.1 The p rem ières danseuses
Not all principals were classical ballet dancers and many of those who were 
also performed character and the social dances of the time.® However, as 
Shaw's comment (Laurence, 1981b p.596) that Guiri in Bv the Sea (Empire 
1891) 'condescended to frank step dancing' suggests, it was the danse d'ecole 
that was their raison d'etre and the device by which they were 
differentiated from the rest of the cast.^
The vocabulary of the ballerina, when adequately executed, was admired 
although audiences did not appear to be too demanding of her technical 
skills.
Several great dancers have told me that it is not worth their while 
to take trouble about very difficult steps, because unfortunately 
they are not understood, while something that is obvious and 
childlike in its simphcity, like a pas de bourrée is safe to meet with
a measure of applause.!^
Bensusan in Flitch, 1912 p.66
George Bernard Shaw was often extremely critical of this aspect of the 
choreography. The following extract is typical of Shaw's observations on 
the work of the premières danseuses who, he says.
134
were still trying to give some freshness to the half-dozen pas 
of which every possible combination and permutation has been 
worn to death these hundred years, still calling each hopeless 
attempt a variation and still finishing up with a teetotum spin.
Shaw in Laurence, 1981c p.97
Shaw, who approached the ballet from a very particular critical 
perspective, often highlighted the 'teetotum spin' (that is, like a spinning 
top) which can be assumed to be a pirouette or a fouetté.^^ Regardless of 
his preoccupation, however, the dances comprised more than pirouettes. 
Although there is not one contemporary description found to date 
(Espinoza's being published nearly thirty years after the performance), a 
composite picture culled from many written and visual sources indicates 
the use of arabesque, attitude, retiré, batterie, tours, fouettés, brisés, pas de 
bourrée and other basic positions and movements which constitute the 
classical ballet vocabulary. Flitch, like Shaw, complained that the 
perform ers
never seek to go outside the narrow circle of conventional 
gestures, which the Empire ballet has received as a sacred 
tradition from the Itahan.
Flitch, 1912 p.175
Even the non-technical description by Anstey reveals pointe work, fifth 
position port de bras and pirouettes:
(She advances)... on the points of her toes, her arms 
curved symmetrically above her head ... her high stepping 
prance around the stage, her httle impulsive runs and bashful 
retreats ... her final teetotum whirl.
Anstey, 1890 p.l91
Sketches and photographs often show dancers en pointe, either in retiré  or 
fifth position. The use of pointe work by the principal was one of the 
devices by which the demarcation between her and the corps was 
maintained. As Hanna suggests, a dancer en pointe not only achieves 
physical elevation but implies social and moral elevation as well, for 'in a 
sense, the toe shoe raised women above the herd and out of the house' 
(Hanna, 1988 p.l25). The use of the pointe was a central characteristic of 
the classical ballet genre from the Romantic period onwards but the fact 
that the première danseuse was usually the only performer to utilise that
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convention raised her above the heads, metaphorically as well as literally, 
of all the other dancers on stage.^^
The great majority of visual sources depict the ballerina facing front, 
looking directly out at the viewer, a presentational stance which is, again, 
characteristic of the genre.^® In contrast with the other performers, who 
are often facing the diagonal, gesturing towards the ballerina or in a more 
spatially confined pose, her whole body is exposed most fully to the viewer 
or, on stage, to the audience and their gaze engages her directly. As Berger 
says,
almost aU post-Renaissance European sexual imagery is frontal - 
either literally or metaphorically - because the sexual protagonist 
is the spectator-owner looking on.
Berger, 1972 p.56
Whilst Berger is discussing the nude in painting, his observation could also 
be applied to the ballerina on stage and in sketches and photographs. Even 
taking into account the fact that ensemble photographs were posed in 
tableaux, the frontal stance and centrality of the principal in comparison 
with every other person on stage, is clearly evident. She is not only 
central, but on display.
There appears to be a significant feature of the classical ballet vocabulary 
which was less utihsed than others. Although Bedells praises Genée's 
elevation (Bedells, 1954 p.27) and Shaw's comment on a danseuse was that 
she 'makes a conceited jump and comes down like a wing-clipped fowl' 
(Laurence, 1981b p.595), leaps or jumps that covered space, or the dancers' 
skill in executing these are rarely mentioned in reviews of the ballets. If 
photography was not advanced enough to cope with the speed of such a 
movement, the major characteristic of the sketches was the lively, 
energetic image they presented. However, even though the pen or brush 
was much freer than the camera there are significantly few, if any, images 
of the dancer in jeté. The spectacular leaps of present day ballerinas were 
not a feature of previous eras, but the lack of written reference to, or any 
visual depiction of, the dancer in mid-air is worth examining. The fact that 
the ballerina in the great majority of ballets either lacked a partner,1"^  or 
was partnered by an en travestie performer, meant that she was a 
comparatively independent figure on stage. She relied, physically, on no
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one. It also meant that there was no one to lift her high into the air, a 
realm that is spatially and metaphorically dominant. Therefore, the 
apparent lack of not just bravura jumps but space-conquering amplitude of 
any kind subverted the power and command which might have accrued to 
her solo status.
These characteristics of her dance, with the nature of her roles (see Ch.6); 
the very frequent description of her personal and dancing qualities as 
'charming' or 'graceful' and such comments as her 'smile of innocent 
childhke delight' or 'infantine smile' (both Anstey, 1890 pp.l90 and 191), 
gave the ballerina an image that not only lacked power and dominance but 
was actually child-hke in its (apparent) innocence. Similarly, Bensusan's 
observation that movement was chosen which was 'childlike in its 
simplicity' may be as indicative of the image of the dancer as it was 
descriptive of her movement. Anstey's choice of terminology in describing 
the dancer's 'impulsive runs ... bashful retreats ... and astonishing 
complacency' with which she is supported by her partner is such as may 
describe the actions of a child or young girl. However, many studio 
portraits of principal dancers depict them with a sUght incline of the head 
to one side and the skirt lifted to show one leg in tendu. These present an 
image which is innocent but also coy. A picture of Kyasht (Ulus.l) shows 
her en pointe with one arm extended en seconde. The classical position is 
subverted, however, for the other arm is bent at the elbow and closely 
frames a tilted head. The effect is bashful yet flirtatious. Photographs of 
Palladino, Genée and Bedells (IUus.2), each one with her head thrown back 
and her arms raised and bent to the back of her head, is typical of the 'pin 
up' or glamour pose which raises and accentuates the breasts.^^ (See 
Ch.6.1.6 for comment on how, in the Genée photograph, the seductive stance 
is undermined by the wearing of a long ballet skirt.)
In terms of her dance vocabulary, the première danseuse appeared to 
display movements that were refined rather than bravura; simple to the 
point of cliche; graceful and charming rather than powerfully virtuosic. 
Savage-King (1985 p.28) suggests that the passivity of the heroine in the 
narrative of classical ballets is undermined by 'the very evident strength 
of her physicality; the quality and vibrancy of her dancing'. In the music 
hall ballets, the naivete of the ballerina's roles is not saved by the
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physicality of her vocabulary or its execution. Strength, power or even 
skill in movement are rarely observed. Such a negation of skill may have 
reflected a lack of talented dancers (although as Ch.4 demonstrates, this was 
not the case) or, much more likely, a dearth of critical knowledge and 
language. It may also be related to the notion that 'men act and women 
appear' (Berger, 1972 p.47) for it is how the ballerinas appear rather than 
what they do which forms the bulk of critical comment (see 5.3). In 
reviews and writing on the ballets, the personal qualities of the ballerinas 
in action are repetitive: the girl-like quahdes of gaiety and vivacity, the 
lady-like ones of charm and grace were noticed more than any other 
attributes. Even when her skill was evidently missing, these qualities 
redeemed the ballerina:
Mdlle. Mari is an attractive little dancer who, if she cannot equal 
some of her predecessors in skill, yields to none of them in charm 
and grace.
anon., 1903 p.478
Passion was admired in Spanish dancers such as Guerrero (Perugini, 1946 
p. 230) but the term was rarely, if ever, used to describe the dancing of the 
principals of the classical ballet school.
5.1.2 The corps de ballet
The dance vocabulary of the premières danseuses was so codified that the 
absence of description in contemporary criticism can be understood. With 
ballet as with any established dance form, it is a characteristic selection of 
actions which constitute the genre (Hodgens in Adshead, ed., 1988 p.72). 
For the researcher, much can be surmised, for any description of these 
characteristics would be a litany of repetition. As far as the corps de ballet 
is concerned there is an even greater dearth of information but this 
cannot be attributed to the same reason. The Alhambra and Empire corps 
did receive some training (see Ch.4.3) but it would appear, from lack of any 
comment otherwise, that they used the danse d'ecole at its simplest level of 
shape, gesture and travelling.
Frequently, the corps de ballet have no room for any more 
elaborate step than an artless hop and a right-about turn.
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a kind of convalescent pirouette.
Flitch, 1912 p.174
In a supposed compliment to Katti Lanner's work, it was said that she 'can 
always manage to show us something fresh in the way of ballet drill.' 
(Jack-in-the-Box, 1895).
The actions of the corps may have been more complex than those which 
Flitch rather unkindly suggests and, later in the period, the skills of the 
coryphées were used more extensively. The number of character and 
'national' dances performed by the corps would call for a broader range of 
movement even if these dances were not authentic.^ ^  For example, the 
programme for Enchantment (Alhambra 1888) included Bell, Slave, Demon's 
and Rustic dances. Slightly more informative of the content of this work is 
the Looking Glass Polka and the Grand Valse. Many ballets finished with a 
galop, a stirring ending guaranteed to ehcit applause. This social dance 
terminology is indicative of the tempo of the music but what is not clear is 
the extent to which actual social dance steps, rather than just the rhythms, 
were used. A description of 'a polka, danced by a little company of 
Japanese' (anon., 1904b) suggests that, in whatever manner social dances 
were presented, there was httle regard for their appropriateness to the 
subject matter.
Visual sources are not helpful for they tend to show the corps in lines of 
static poses or, the sketches particularly, in an abandoned kind of 
movement which suggests travelling but httle else. Posed, off-stage 
photographs can be misleading and more indicative of a certain image 
than of the actual choreography. For example, five coryphées from the 
bahet Titania (Alhambra 1895) are shown (Illus.3), albeit looking rather ih 
at ease, standing with a hand or hands raised to the nape of the neck in a 
coquettish gesture, whilst one other dancer rechnes on the floor in front 
of them.l® No photographs of any actual ballets depict such a group 
formation or such a seductive pose. It is an image more likely to have come 
from the imagination of the photographer than from the ballet itself.
The shoes which were worn by the corps comprised, in the main, short- 
heeled character shoes or soft, calf-length boots. It was not until Coppelia 
(Empire 1906) that Alexander Genée gave the house corps some pointe work
MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
142
and various photos of Roberto il Diavolo (Empire 1909) and The Dancing 
Master (Empire 1910) also show them wearing bahet slippers. This suggests 
that, by this stage, the range of their dance vocabulary may have 
broadened. The comment that, in Copoelia.
M.Genée has restored the coryphées to their proper place 
and the support they give to the baUerina recaUs the best 
tradition of the classical ballet
anon., 1906 p.702
indicates the extent to which this tradition had been lost.
The lack of a vocabulary from the danse d'ecole is further indicated by a 
comment of de Valois' and by many other visual sources. Referring to 
Madame Rosa, an ex-Alhambra dancer who was choreographing at the 
Lyceum in 1919, de Valois (1959 p.42) says the corps 'always carried some 
implement for, as Rosa would imply, they had no port de bras.' Visual 
sources substantiate that this was also the case with the Alhambra and 
Empire corps. For example, in twenty-one of Wilhelm's designs for the 
ballet Round the Town (Empire 1892; displayed at the Royal Academy of 
Dancing, London) all the dancers are holding a property in their hands or 
arms. The great majority of other visual sources depict the same device. 
Whilst the implements held by the corps would have contributed to the total 
visual display, they would have greatly hindered the dancers' movement 
potential.
Although some distinction must be made between the coryphées, who were 
often cast in groups of four, six or eight and the large mass of the general 
corps, it would appear that the dance vocabulary of both was simple and 
undemanding. Whatever they actually did, there was no question of any 
comparison between them and the ballerinas either in content or in 
execution, for
if the corps de ballet was lacking in finish, the dancing of the 
prime ballerine (sic), almost all of whom were foreign, left httle 
to be desired.
Fhtch, 1912 p.62
Critical comment on the corps is almost always of a different order from 
that on the premières danseuses. Bensusan's description is typical of the
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elusive nature of what the former actually did and also the distinction 
between them and the ballerina.
From the première danseuse you get at times the most delightful 
movement; the long rows of dancing girls who give effect to some 
exquisite colour scheme may move with ... grace.
'S.L.B.', 1899a p.l73
Some commentators did see an improvement in standards in the 
performance of the corps: 'it is noteworthy that during the past few years 
the standard of dancing of the rank and file has wonderfully improved' 
(anon., 1896a p.71), though this type of comment appeared to be related to 
their ability to march, drill or stay in straight lines. What is evident is that 
there was no expressive, dramatic or individual element to their dancing.
The groupings and mass dances are done with great spirit and 
unfailing precision ... but I am bound to say, that once or twice 
when the 200 or 300 young ladies bobbed their heads and pointed 
their hands in unison, I should have liked them better had I grasped 
what they might mean.l^
anon., 1888 p.l98
Further evidence of this lack of an interpretative imperative is Symon's 
observation on attending a rehearsal at the Alhambra that, as far as the 
'ladies of the ballet' were concerned,
no one knew anything about the plot of the ballet which was 
being rehearsed, and ... many were uncertain whether it was 
their fate to be a boy or a girl.
Symons, 1896 p.79
What is clear is that whatever the corps did, they did en masse. Even 
though many of the ballets created scenes of bustle and employed large 
crowds it appeared to be the placing and dramatic actions of the 
supernumeraries or auxiliaries which created these scenes.
The stage was encumbered with gorgeous properties and with the 
crowd of those who did not dance but merely took their place in 
the pageant... at the same time the ballet dancers, whose business 
it was to dance, were transformed into a chorus whose chief 
function it was to look pretty.
Flitch, 1912 p.65
Their 'function to look pretty' is discussed in section 5.3.
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Flitch's general description of the corps was that they
marched and counter-marched across the stage, performing 
a number of evolutions with a kind of miUtary precision.
Flitch, 1912 p.65
Such a description is often echoed in reviews of the ballets, even to the 
extent that
the precision, the almost military efficiency, of the corps de 
ballet wiU earn the praise of those most competent to award it - 
the officers of the Services.
'S.L.B.', 1899b p.348
Such descriptions would certainly seem to be in accord with the military or 
patriotic ballets but the spatial configurations impUed appeared to be 
common in works with a wide range of subject matter.^l Even 'daintily clad 
geishas' performed 'evolutions' (anon., 1902b) and the programme for 
Cleopatra (Empire 1890) included 'evolutions of Romans and Eygptians.' The 
allocation of dancers to 'rows' in the corps (see Ch.4) suggests that, even if 
marching was not always incorporated, Unes and rows of dancers were. 
Shaw describes the Alhambra and Empire corps as
consisting of rows of commonplace dancers, individually 
uninteresting (from the artistic point of view) but useful for 
the production of lines and masses of colour in rhythmic motion. 
Shaw in Laurence, 1981b p.804
The programme cover for the Alhambra which was used during the mid- 
1890s shows two long, perfect lines of dancers receding into the distance 
(Illus.4). The front line is in mid-movement with one leg raised, and the 
back hne simply stands, with each dancer holding a staff. The choice of 
such an image for the cover not only highlights the importance of ballet 
on the music hall programme but also suggests that a large cast arranged 
in long lines of identical movement or positions was a significant image 
associated with the Alhambra ballets at this point in their history.
One of the most evocative descriptions of the corps in action comes from 
Anstey.
Company after company of girls, in costumes of delicately 
contrasted tints, march, trip or galop down the boards ... at each 
fresh stroke from the stage manager's gong they group themselves
MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
146
anew or perform some complicated figure except when they fall 
back in a circle and leave the stage clear for the première 
danseuse?-^
Anstey, 1890 p.l90
This description indicates the size of the cast, their movements, group 
formations and, interestingly, the off-stage prompting. It also reveals a 
common device used in classical ballet choreography until the twentieth 
century, that of signifying the pre-eminence of the ballerina through the 
use of spatial patterning on stage. In almost every visual source examined 
which depicts the première danseuse and corps together, the former is 
placed centre stage and the latter provides a frame, not just with their 
bodies but also with their gestures. The direction of their focus and their 
arms, often enhanced by the use of a property, constitute a network of 
patterning which draws attention to the central figure of the b a l l e r i n a .^ 3 
The frequency of such an image, plus written evidence and the 
conventions of the ballet genre confirms that the hierarchy of the music 
hall ballet was as strictly delineated on stage as well as off. '^^ One of the 
most important functions of the corps was, therefore, to highlight, 
accentuate and maintain the prominence of the première danseuse.
The lack of any individual choreographic identity is evidenced by the fact 
that, in reviews of the ballets, members of the cast other than principals 
are rarely named unless they are soloists in character roles, in which case 
the quality of their acting is observed rather than their dancing. It would 
be expected that members of the corps should remain anonymous when the 
casts were so large and the choreography called for conformity rather 
than individuahty. However, even the small groups of coryphées were 
rarely singled out by name.^S Most critical comment on the corps 
emphasised their regulated, almost mechanistic role, their earnestness and 
collective ordinariness. They possessed 'well trained movement' (anon., 
1896c p.87); 'the ensemble was in every way worthy'(anon., 1897b p.730). 
They were 'a battahon' who performed their task 'with as much grace as 
zeal' (anon., 1904a p.4). Grove (1895 p.380) also describes 'battalions of 
girls' and Shaw (Laurence, 1981b pp.804-805) refers to 'successive squads 
of girls.' Such nomenclature was applied not just to miUtary ballets but to a 
wide variety of subject matter. It served to emphasize the automated nature 
of their dancing and, as such, their depersonaUsation. It is interesting to
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note that, amongst all this conformity, some members of the audience were 
able to discern individual faces, though interest was in the dancers as 
people rather than as performers (see Chs. 8 and 9).
The lack of a skilled movement vocabulary; the uniformity in content and 
patterning and their spatial formations, particularly in relation to the 
principals, indicates that the prime function of the corps was to be 
decorative. Thus depersonalised, it was they who constituted one of the 
main devices on which the music hall ballets depended for their 
popularity: colour and spectacle.
5.2 THE DANCER AS SPECTACLE
The one characteristic feature of the ballets at the Alhambra and the 
Empire was their spectacle, achieved through the mass use of people, 
colour, costume and the new technical device of electricity. In this respect, 
as in others, the ballet was part of the cultural climate of the times.
The developing taste for luxury, ostentation and outward show, 
which defined personal and public status in an age that could 
increasingly afford all three, was naturally reflected on the 
stage as well as in the street and inside the home.^^
Booth, M., 1981 p.4
However, not all the ballets were in this spectacular vein. Some 
programmes included an untitled divertissement with a few company 
members and, particularly later in the period, other production values 
were to the fore. As mentioned. The Drvad (Empire 1908) featured two 
characters only. However, this work, a vehicle for Genée, was not typical 
of the music hall ballets.
Apart from certain periods when a dramatic plot was just as important as 
staging (see Guest, 1992) the emphasis in music hall works, like most 
nineteenth century ballet, was on visual effect and
in the colouring, the costuming, the lighting, in short, the 
stage presentation in the completest sense - an artistic design.
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an impulse towards brilliancy and grace of effect, is always 
dominant. ^7
Shaw in Laurence, 1981b p.713
In reviews of specific ballets it is the stage presentation which tends to 
receive most attention and, in the great majority of cases, this is 
complimentary. Some critics found that although the staging was 
successful in itself it was detrimental to the dancing.
That fine effect is gained by all this wealth of colour and display 
of dazzling dresses cannot be denied, but it is effect gained at the 
expense of dancing ... it is in reality the destruction of a high form 
of one art for an inferior form of another.
St. Johnston, 1906 pp.111-112
St. Johnston, who goes on to praise the many wonderful ballets that were 
produced at the Alhambra and Empire, was not the only critic to regret the 
subservience of the dance to the design. Grove (1895 p.380); Bensusan 
('S.L.B.', 1899a p.l73); Image (1901 p.465) and Flitch (1912 p.63) were all 
concerned about the predominance of spectacle.^® As Grove (1895 p.380) 
describes, one major device by which spectacle was achieved was 'whole 
battahons of girls ... made to pass before the public in a kaleidoscopic way.' 
A review of Katrina (Empire 1893) typifies this use of the corps, who were 
'cleverly dressed and wonderfully manoeuvred by Madame Katti Lanner, 
and some of the evolutions brought out wonderful effects of colour' (anon., 
1893a p.361). In a discussion of how he used colour schemes as central 
organising ideas for the ballets, Wilhelm himself admits that 'the members 
of the corps de ballet... became convenient units in the development of the 
scheme' ('T.H.L.', 1893 p.344). The women of the corps, thus depersonalised 
as 'convenient units', function as moving pictures of colour and costume.
Although the corps lacked identity as people, criticism of the period reveals 
one respect in which they were identified, though again corporately 
rather than individually. Moving kaleidoscopes were an attraction of the 
ballets but it would appear that the bodies of the dancers were even more 
so. The question of the physical image of the dancer is considered in detail 
in section 5.3 of this Chapter but an examination of how costumes for the 
ballets were described in primary sources reveals the critical 
preoccupation of the time and the main aspects of their performance by 
which the dancers were identified.
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The costumes of very many ballets were undoubtedly decorous, apt and 
seriously conceived. They were rarely seriously described, however, 
except in very generalised statements regarding their colour or 
luxuriousness. It is probable that so many changes of costume within each 
ballet prohibited detailed description in relation to the subject matter or 
the work itself. For example, the costumes for Round the Town Again 
(Empire 1899) comprised the 'fashionable, military, classical, rustic 
...(and)... carnavalesque' (anon., 1899d p.808). However, as the following 
examples of descriptions of the ballets which span the whole period 
demonstrate, critical comment points to a more spurious perception of 
what, at least on many occasions, was functional design: 'the Hall of 
Stalactites ... scantily attired in costumes of brilliant colours' (anon., 1887a 
p.266); 'a squadron of life Guards in undress ... trip it merrily to the tune of 
The British Grenadiers' (anon., 1889 p.3); 'the nearest approach to 
shocking which an observance of the Lord Chamberlain's rules allows' 
(anon., 1891b p.6); 'pretty girls, very scantily attired' (anon., 1893c p.575); 
'Amazon figures ... in burning flesh-tight armour' (anon., 1902a) and 
'costumes which half conceal, half reveal the rose coloured fleshings 
beneath' (Perugini, 1915a p.280).
Ormiston Chant, with a different motivation from that of the critics, was 
shocked at the supposed indecency of the ballets (see Ch.9). Her perception 
was that the two works she saw at the Empire in 1894 (La Frolique and The 
Girl I Left Behind Me).
seemed to be for the express purpose of displaying the bodies 
of women to the utmost extent. There is not the least attempt to 
disguise that which common sense and decency required should 
be hidden.
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.58
Her concern was about tights which imitated the colour of flesh so 
realistically that it looked as though none were being worn and 'cavaliers' 
with 'tights up to the waist and very little apology for extra clothing.' 
Whatever the motivations of the writers, these descriptions cannot be 
taken at face value. 'lightly' or 'scantily' clad women would obviously 
have been perceived as such in relation to contemporary standards of 
fashion and, no matter how brief and flimsy the costume, the dancers 
would always have worn 'fleshings' or tights underneath. Sometimes the
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subject matter of the ballets necessitated such costumes. An exotic or 
Eastern scene called for diaphanous harem trousers such as those sketched 
in the programme for Algeria (Alhambra 1887); the Bathing Ballet in Bv 
the Sea (Empire 1891) which almost contravened the Lord Chamberlain’s 
rules (as above) could be performed in httle other than 'bathing costumes'. 
The potential of such costumes for titiUation, however, would have been 
enhanced by the fact that not only were women displayed in such attire but 
they were actually moving in it.
Comments such as the above may have been valid in relation to specific 
works but it is how the collective image of the dancers in their costumes 
were presented which is of interest. The Alhambra's programme cover for 
1893 (IUus.5) includes a sketch of a long row of dancers in vigorous 
traveUing movement and seemingly semi-naked attire. What appears to be 
bare midriffs and legs are covered by the most transparent of gauze. The 
programme cover for the same theatre in 1908 (Illus.6) shows a dancer with 
breasts barely concealed by a small bolero. This was how the management 
wished to present the dancers of the corps to ballet to their p u b l i c .2 9
Another programme cover for the Empire 1897 referred not to a dancer in 
action but to a static representation of the Britannia personification which 
appeared in the ballet Under One Flag, the source of the new programme's 
design (Illus.7). The large figure of Britannia is presented with 
conventional regalia of helmet, shield and trident. She is barefoot and 
clothed in transparent robes which clearly reveal a naked body 
underneath. Thus, even Britannia was eroticized.®^
Even if the costume worn on stage was less provocative than the 
enticements on the printed programme suggested, they reflected the 
silhouette of fashion and thus enhanced certain features of the body (see 
Section 5.3)® ^  Costumes of the en travestie dancers or 'boys' were most 
interesting in this respect (see Ch.7) but even the 'girls', whatever the 
subject matter, tended to have their breasts or hips accentuated with 
decoration or by tightened waists. The traditional belle skirt of the 
classical ballet dancer, often worn with a tight 'V shaped bodice, also 
accentuated the hip and pelvic areas of the body.®2 Again, artistic licence 
prevailed in that the same Alhambra cover of 1893 (Hlus.5) depicts a dancer
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in balletic pose and what appears to be a ballet skirt which flares out just 
below her hips. All photographs show that ballet skirts were actually worn 
on or just above the knee. The presentation of this dancer in mid-air, with 
her skirt apparently blown by the wind, would seem an excuse for exposing 
an amount of leg which would never have been revealed by the dancer on 
stage.®®
In a number of works the ballerina adopted character costume for part or 
all of the ballet but, in the main, she wore the traditional belle skirt or tutu 
with an aptly decorated bodice. Such attire was often incongruous, 
particularly in the topical or 'national' ballets.®^ It did, however, set her 
apart from the other dancers. Unlike earlier ballets of the nineteenth 
century, in the great majority of works the première danseuse was the only 
dancer on stage in such a costume. With a few exceptions, such as The 
Dancing Master (Empire 1910) where the subject matter demanded this 
traditional style of costume, not even the coryphées were similarly attired. 
Such a distinctive costume, whatever the nature of her role, contributed to 
the ideahsation of the ballerina. This ideal image had to be protected and 
when she did don 'ordinary' dress and perform modern social dances there 
was critical consternation.
It seems a mistake ... after showing Miss Bedells grace and skill 
in a conventional gauze skirt, to bring her on again in ordinary 
costume to do tango or ragtime steps or whatever they are. A 
première danseuse should surely be hedged around with more 
ceremony than is possible in this sort of frolic, or else we are 
in danger of mistaking her for an ordinary member of the cast.®® 
anon, in Bedells, 1954 p.67
The other distinguishing feature relating to the première danseuse was 
that, if she was exempt from provocative attire on stage, she was also 
exempt from salacious comment in the press. Although remarks were made 
on her looks (see 5.3), her body was perceived quite differently from the 
bodies of other dancers. She did not contribute to what Clarke and Crisp 
(1981, p.234) call 'the naughtiness of any such entertainment.' The 
classical ballet vocabulary and its conventional costume protected the 
ballerinas from more overt 'naughtiness'. Neither device protected the 
corps.
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5.3 THE FEMINISATION OF THE DANCER
As would be expected, the actual body shape of the dancers reflected that of 
the fashion of the times. The ample figure of the mid-Victorian period is 
seen in photographs of Pitteri (Guest, 1992 fig.8) and Pertoldi (fig.9), who 
performed at the Alhambra during the early years of the music hah bahet. 
By the standards of the late twentieth century, these dancers were large in 
stature. Pertoldi was described by Morton and Newton (1905 p.l57) as 
'magnificently formed' and this, plus terms such as 'buxom' and 'statuesque' 
reflected the admiration of the mid-Victorian man for large women.®^
Over time, attitudes changed and by 1892 Shaw remarked on Pahadino that 
she reminded him of the approaching opera season, an ahusion to the 
shared buxomness of the dancer and female opera singer (Laurence, 1981b 
p.596).®7 By the Edwardian period, the silhouette, rearranged by stays and 
corsets, had changed to one which drew attention to the slimness of the 
waist by accentuating the curves of the bust and buttocks. The 'S' shape is 
the most common image of the Edwardian woman and it was certainly 
reflected in the ballet. Although a ballet skirt or tutu usually delineates the 
waist, during the music hall period the smallness of this part of the body 
was even more emphasized. The 'S' silhouette was further exaggerated 
when the dancers were dressed as boys or men, thus removing any 
ambiguity as to their sex (see Ch.7).
The body shape of the dancer was, therefore, as much to do with fashion as 
with natural physique. Booth, in a discussion of chorus girls, points out 
that
it is a delusion of the post war school to imagine that the show 
girls of the early days of the century were over-plump, heavy and 
dull. So-called statuesque beauty was largely a matter of clothes and 
feminine fashion.
Booth, 1929 p.76
In an effort to remain in fashion and please their audiences, dancers in the 
ballets sometimes resorted to artifice. As Bedells reminisces,
the fashion was for dancers to be rounder ... I remember two dancers 
with whom I shared a dressing room, who used to pad their behinds 
and busts to make them more curvaceous.
Bedells in Borgnis, 1982 p.24
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One of these dancers may have been Lizzie Osmond, a soloist at the Empire 
who tied a bustle under her dance skirt to give herself more shape (Bedells, 
1954 p.35). BedeUs herself was encouraged by CavaUazzi to pad out her 
calves because her legs were too thin (Bedells 1954 p.22). Thus, even the 
dancers conformed, by artifice if not naturally, to the desired body shape of 
women from the middle and upper classes of society. It was not until the 
advent of the Russian dancers such as Kyasht and Pavlova that the bodily 
appearance of the dancer began to change, as did that of post-war women 
in general.
As in fashionable society, the boning and corsetdng of the dancer's body 
drew attention to erogenous zones. These zones, however, were acceptable 
and part of a legitimised socio-sexual code. The constriction of women's 
bodies highhghted potential sexuality but also contained it; the corsetted 
woman was a respectable woman.
Tightlacing to achieve a constricted waisthne dominated 
British fashion from the 1830s to the 1890s. The unrestricted body 
became to be regarded in this period as symbolic of moral licence; 
the loose body reflected loose morals.
Turner, 1984 p.l97 ®®
The body shape of the premières danseuses, whether in traditional or in 
character costume, was nearly always confined by corsets and boning.®^ 
Photographs of the corps suggest that they, too, were usually equally 
confined; Bensusan ('S.L.B.', 1896a p.523) wondered why it should be that 
dancers dressed as 'boys' were wearing girls' corsets. However, as 
discussed, visual images often suggest that the dancer's body was not 
restricted in this way. It is these images which are significant in the 
production of the moral reputation of the dancer (see Ch.9).
Whatever their actual body shape the one important requirement for all 
dancers was that they be physically attractive. Descriptions of the 
dancers, both on and off stage, emphasised certain looks and personality 
traits as much as, if not more than skill. As Bensusan notes of the ballerina 
in general, 'so long as there are good looks, talent goes for nothing'
('S.L.B.', 1896b p.336). The Empire management's reaction on meeting the 
previously unseen Kyasht was one of relief when 'it was seen that so far as 
beauty was concerned the new dancer was everythmg that was hoped for'
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(Booth, 1929 p.l39). Perugini (1946) has a marked paucity of vocabulary 
when describing the principals and soloists; adjectives such as 'attractive'; 
'vivacious'; 'charming'; 'graceful' and 'handsome' a b o u n d . ^ O
So idealised was the physical image of the ballerina in particular that 
anything which distorted such an ideal met with disapproval. Beerbohm 
makes a scathing attack on the disproportion between a ballerina's arms 
and legs, the outcome of a long 'unnatural' training.
This structure ...(of the dancer's body)... jars my aesthetic sense, 
as being an obvious deviation from what is natural ... it is unnatural 
that dancing should be the business of her life. And Nature takes 
revenge by destroying her symmetry, by making her ridiculous. 
Poor ballerina!
Beerbohm, 1906 pp.614-615
Thus, the price paid for the achievement of the dancer's skill, muscular 
legs, was an offence against men's eyes. Beerbohm goes on to reveal 
another perception of the dancer in performance. It was extremely rare 
for any dancer to be credited with intelligence.
Such power of thought she may once have had was long since 
absorbed into her toes ... she really fancies that she is admirable, 
admired. And so she is, in the way that a performing dog is 
admirable, admired."^^
Beerbohm, 1906 pp.614-615
A comment from twelve years earlier that a Spanish dancer, Candida (in La 
Froliaue. Empire 1894) 'scorns the inane smile of the ordinary ballerina' 
('Monocle', 1894 p.258) supports the view that ballerinas in general were 
perceived as pretty, graceful and charming, but rather vacuous and vain. 
Displayed, in every respect, to the audience she is conscious of that display 
and her 'inane smile' is recognition of her function to please. She watches 
herself being watched. It is interesting that at least two photographic 
images of ballerinas depict them looking into m i r r o r s . ^ ^  This gesture was 
conceived in the studio rather than on stage, though one complete ballet, 
(Femina , Alhambra 1910) was a moral tale based on the evils of feminine 
vanity. In European art, the depiction of women watching themselves was 
common and the mirror was one device used 'to make the woman connive 
in treating herself as, first and foremost, a sight.' (Berger, 1972 p.51)
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A clearly prized attribute of the dancers was their youth. One critic 
bemoaned that
the only thing against a long run for a ballet ... is that it 
interferes with the pleasing illusion of youth that we 
associate with the ladies of the ballet. When a lady has played a 
prominent part throughout a production of this kind it is 
impossible to overlook the fact that she must be at least as old 
as the ballet. And I understand that the ladies are not always 
prepared to admit even that much.
Golsworthy, 1902 p.410
This comment is clearly nonsensical if taken literally, for the ballets ran 
for an average of six months only. However, it does stress the illusion of 
youth and implies the complicity of the dancers in the maintenance of that 
illusion.
Not only the ballerinas but also the corps de ballet was perceived as a 
'sight'.4® The one term which constantly recurs in description of the corps 
is 'pretty' and, as the following comment of Symons' epitomises, this 
appeared to be their main claim to fame. The Empire's corps was, he says,
in some respects the choicest in Europe, not, certainly, for its 
skill in dancing, but as certainly for its youth, its juvenile grace, 
its actual physical charm.
'A.S.', 1894b p.624
Symons was referring to the large groupings of dancers. The small group 
photographs which exist are probably of the coryphées who, being more 
experienced, would be older women. Nevertheless, despite the conformity 
demanded by the subject matter; the uniformity of movement imposed by 
the choreography; the facelessness imphed by terms such as 'battalions' or 
'squads' of dancers; the association of youth with the term 'girls' and the 
connotations of superficiahty in the description of 'pretty' looks, actual 
photographs of the corps and coryphées present, literally, a different 
picture. They reveal women of a considerable variety of ages, heights and, 
whilst still conforming to the silhouette, body shapes. Also, whilst it is 
difficult to evaluate the physical appearances of one era by the standards 
of another, the significant feature of these photographs is the clear, often 
striking individuality of each dancer's looks. Unlike many images of the 
premières danseuses they look at the camera in an artless, open manner 
which lacks any hint of coy or overt seduction. Even when wearing near­
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identical wigs, their faces and bodies are far more disparate and full of 
character than written and other visual sources on the ballets lead one to
expect.44
5.4 CONCLUSION
This Chapter has examined how the dancer was presented in the ballets, in 
iconographie representation of the works and in critical comment. Since, 
in many of its components, the music hall ballet was part of an established 
genre, some of the observations made could be applied to the image of the 
dancer in different periods and places. However, an image is made by the 
circumstances of time and place and these circumstances may, or may not, 
be altered in different contexts. For example, the 'display' of the ballerina 
and the basic elements of her movement vocabulary are two central 
characteristics of the genre but these need to be interpreted not only in 
relation to the special nature of the music hall ballets and their audiences 
but also in terms of their contribution to the composite image of the 
dancer. The music hall ballet had enough distinguishing features to 
constitute a style of its own and it is in these respects that the image of the 
dancer can be particularised to the period.^®
As demonstrated, the ballerina was presented and perceived differently 
from other members of the cast. Her movement vocabulary, her costume 
and her occupation of the stage space singled her out. The corps, lacking 
pointe work and restricted to the simplest of movements, were no 
competition and served to highlight and display the relative complexity of 
the ballerina's dancing.46 in the music hall era, the isolation of the 
ballerina was even more marked by the high degree of contrast between 
her and the rest of the performers. The class structure, even in a world 
mainly of women, was played out as rigidly on stage as it was in society.47
The one respect in which the performers were treated alike was that their 
identity was defined as much by what they looked like, as by what they did. 
Even when the skill of a ballerina was remarked upon, so were her looks.
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Definition by physical appearance is not, of course, confined to the critics 
of the music hall ballet; it appears to be a response endemic to the g e n r e . ^ S  
Three features of this era, however, make it particularly pervasive. Firstly, 
the lack of status of the music hall ballet resulted in a dearth of dance 
knowledge and related critical language about the choreography or the 
performance, but writers were on sure ground when describing the 
physical appearance of the dancers. Secondly, the difficulty of acquiring 
or demonstrating a knowledgeable critical perspective was compounded by 
the predominant and eventually stereotyped production value of spectacle 
which meant that visual effect was all-important. It ecUpsed both plot and 
dancing. Lastly, and perhaps most significantly, women (except for those 
in the lower classes of society) in Victorian and Edwardian England were 
expected, above all else, to be decorative.^^
Both ballerinas and corps shared this function of visual spectacle but were 
differentiated in the meanings embodied in the ballets and ascribed to their 
performance. If the ballerina on stage was distinguished from the rest of 
the cast, her classical ballet vocabulary also separated her from the subject 
matter itself. Her solos and variations did little, if anything, to advance the 
plot. She was, therefore, a remote figure on stage, occupying a different 
world by virtue of a dance vocabulary and costume which was particular to 
her alone. It was a vocabulary which lifted her out of the realm of the 
ordinary, even within 'ordinary' plots such as those which the topical 
ballets addressed (see Ch. 6.1.4). Paradoxically, it was also a vocabulary and 
style of presentation which exposed her body most fuUy to the audience. 
Such a distancing, yet accessibility is evident in many of the visual images 
of the ballerina. En pointe, she is not of this earth but her look and the 
stance of her upper body make her unquestionably female.^O Her exposed 
foot in tendu emphasises the symbol of her art, the ballet shoe. It also 
draws attention to her foot and ankle which, within the social context, were 
erogenous areas of a woman's body. Woman as dancer merges with woman 
as erotic being in a composite image. The ballerina, ideahsed, other­
worldly, hinted at accessibility but not attainability. She belonged, 
nevertheless, to the eye of the spectator. Such an image was made more 
potent, both in performance and in the iconography of the dancer, by the 
absence of a male partner.
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The romanticised, other-worldly, coquettish yet ultimately chaste image 
belonged to the ballerina. It did not belong to the corps. UnideaUsed by 
their movement vocabulary, their image is one of collective ordinariness 
and, as further argued in Chapter 9, they were perceived as sexually 
accessible and attainable.^! These dichotomous images were also inscribed 
by the nature of the roles danced by these performers and by the very 
subject matter of the ballets themselves.
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CHAPTER 5 
NOTES
1. The use of live animals and naturalistic effects in some ballets was 
also seen on the mainstream theatre stage, as Hynes (1968 p.228) 
exemplifies: ’the wood in Midsummer Night's Dream had real 
rabbits in it, and ... The Winter's Tale included a real brook that 
really bubbled.'
2. Garafola (1989 p.47) notes that, in pre-war productions, 'the 
emphasis on material luxury, a major production value up to 1914, 
indicates imperatives of a quasi-commercial order.' In other words, 
even Diaghilev's Ballets Russes was not (and never was) exempt from 
having to cater for the love of spectacle endemic to the period.
3. One example which indicates the lack of this relationship between 
the dancing and the plot is that of The Debutante (Empire 1906) for 
which Farren adapted two of Bedells' solos that she had previously 
presented as audition pieces.
4. Although the article is signed simply 'Espinoza' this would have been 
Edouard, who worked in the music halls (see Espinoza c.1946). As a 
dancer, teacher and choreographer writing for a specialist 
magazine, he would have been able to use more technical language 
than that utihsed by the general critics of the period.
5. For example, Mdlle. Pupucci, a soloist in Old China (Empire 1901) is 
shown wearing a shepherdess costume and ballet shoes (anon., 1901b 
p.l94) Dolly Craske wears ballet shoes whilst dressed as a mermaid 
(anon., 1896b p.423). However, in some cases footwear may have 
been more indicative of subject matter than the movement 
vocabulary of the dancer.
6. Contemporary journals, particularly The Sketch, often pubfished 
photographs of the coryphées or small groups of dancers. To date, 
only one photograph of the these dancers on their own has been 
found reprinted in secondary sources (a newly inserted photograph 
of The Dance Dream in Guest's 1992 repubhcation, fig.29). It is as 
though they are not of interest without the première danseuse.
7. For a general examination of the symboUsm in the ballet vocabulary 
see Hanna, 1988 pp.169-175
8. As a reviewer pointed out when discussing a Pas de Fascination (The 
Handv Man Alhambra 1900), a dance 'founded partly on dances that 
the Moors left in Spain... (which)... proves for the hundreth time 
that the Continental schools make every style of dance possible to 
the pupil who has mastered the severe training' (anon., 1900c p.439).
9. The danse d ’ecole also defined their self-perception in relation to 
dancers who practised other forms. An interview with Palladino on
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the relative merits of these and ballet records:
'Then you assent to the assertion that the prima ballerina 
is the exponent of the higher art of dancing?'
'Yes, certainly. It is very pretty indeed to see the Gaiety 
dances, but there is none of the technique in them of which 
the real ballet dancer is so proud.' 
anon., 1891a p.5
10. In an interview (anon., 1900a p.505) Genée also bemoans the 
lack of knowledge and enthusiasm of the English public for the 
skills of the classical ballet. This makes an interesting contrast to 
the audiences at the Imperial Russian theatre during the same 
period. See Karsarvina (1950 Part II) for her reflections on the 
knowledge and expectations of the Russian balletomanes.
11. George Bernard Shaw's critical stance was one of a social reahst and 
a morahst; he believed that 'the theatre should instruct and 
improve' (Cecil, 1972 p.l88). Jowitt (1984 p.28) suggests, 'I suspect 
that he mistrusted the body and thought that dancing looked more 
artistic and dancers more intelügent if the work involved acting 
though gesture.' It is hardly surprising that Shaw deplored the 
formal aspects of the ballet.
12. Guest (1992 p.l32) suggests that it was not until Coppelia (Empire 
1906) that pointe work for the corps at the Empire was introduced. 
Visual sources indicate that even after this period it was not a 
common feature of the ballets.
13. See Cohen (in Copeland and Cohen, 1983 p.341) for discussion on the 
principle of en dehors (the outward turn of the body). It is important 
to distinguish between posed photographic sources, which almost 
always present the ballerina with body and focus facing out to the 
viewer, and sketches of the dancer in action. These are more vital in 
their depiction of movement and sometimes show a sideways stance, 
but never a view from the back. Written sources do not comment on 
the matter as it would be superfluous to single out a convention 
which was so accepted.
14. Genée's first male partner at the Empire was Santini in Old China 
(1901) but neither here, nor in later works, did the partnering 
appear to involve lifts.
15. Savage-King (1985 p.29) argues that the bravura vocabulary of the 
male dancer is given more status, based on the assumption which 
'stresses virtuosity over sensuous quahty, largesse over finesse.'
Such an assumption, she says, negates the special qualities of 
intricacy and diversity inherent in the ballerina's movement. 
Nevertheless, dehcacy and finesse may be just as difficult to achieve 
as grand allegro and overt virtuosity but they do connote different 
meanings and have different values.
16. A tilted head could be said to be a characteristic stance of the 
Romantic ballet and, more recently, a feature of epaulement.
However, its use with so many different gestures of the rest of the
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body is suggestive of more than just an element of the dance 
vocabulary. Sketches of dancers in action rarely reflect this pose; 
the ballerina's stance in these is nearly always upright. Similarly, a 
tendu is a gesture of the danse d'ecole but, when an ankle is exposed 
from under a lifted skirt, it takes on other meanings. A photograph 
of Edith Slack (anon., 1901a p.332) as a Greek dancer in a long 
embroidered dress and ballet shoes, hfting her dress to expose her 
outstretched foot, is an example of this common image.
17. The titles of many dances also indicate the use of 'national' or 
character dance steps or gestures. For example Our Armv and Naw 
(Alhambra 1888) included Sailors', Irish, Grenadiers' and Highland 
dances. It is likely that these dances were distinguished as much by 
costume and properties as by movement. In general, programmes 
named dances by character, nationahty, social dance or dramatic 
event but the actual content of these is difficult to discern.
18. The reclining woman who, when nude, is described by Dijkstra (1986 
p.99) as 'the nymph with the broken back', was a very common 
image in Victorian painting.
19. The writer is exaggerating here, for the programme of Dilara. the 
work under discussion, specifies a corps of one hundred and fifty 
dancers.
20. Again, Fokine pleaded for the corps to contribute to the dramatic 
action of the ballets. Petrushka (1911) is an example of his intent.
21. In an interview she gave to The Sketch (anon., 1895b p.694) Tanner 
discussed her preparations for the mihtary tableau in Faust (Empire 
1895). One of her greatest difficulties, she says, is arranging these 
mihtary scenes so that they do not look the same in every ballet.
22. Anstey does not give enough clues as to which ballet he is 
describing. His account of the corps as wearing 'burnished armour' 
suggests that it might be either Astraea (Alhambra 1889) or, perhaps 
more likely as the scenario included marches of Amazons, Antione 
(Alhambra 1888).
23. Examples of such framing can be found in a series of photographs of 
Coppelia (Empire 1906) in the Royal Academy of Dancing archives.
24. In the visual and performing arts, the concept of space as 
hierarchical was central to Western European art. On the canvas 
and on the stage, the most important feature or figure was placed 
centrally. The démocratisation of space began, or re-emerged, at the 
beginning of the twentieth century in the visual arts and Merce 
Cunningham, from the 1950s, was the first choreographer to 
question the relative significance of points in space.
25. One of the very few examples was that, in A Dav Off (Alhambra 1899), 
'Miss Rose Batchelor leads the band of coryphées vivaciously'
(anon., 1899b p.l8)
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26. Booth, M. (1981) examines the manifestations of, and reasons for, 
spectacle in Victorian theatre. He considers the legitimate theatre 
and pantomime but not the theatrical form which was the most 
spectacular of all, the ballet.
27. It is interesting to note that one contemporary reviewer considered 
that the sets and costumes of the Ballets Russes are 'by no means 
designed with the feeling for harmony that distinguishes similar 
productions in England.' (Morning Post 23 June 1911 quoted in Hynes 
1968 p.342).
28. Photographs of productions which include the whole cast and the 
full stage set are not common but those that do exist show that the 
critics were not exaggerating. Even by the standards of current 
London musicals, photographs of, for example, Parisiana (Alhambra 
1905) and The Dance Dream (Alhambra 1911) show the most lavish of 
sets. (Both photographs in the Theatre Museum, London.)
29. A series of photographs for The Red Shoes (Alhambra 1899) shows 
d'Alencon as the Avenging Angel dressed in semi-transparent 
drapes which reveal the outline of the body (Theatre Museum, 
London). This is the only photographic evidence found to date, 
however, which hints at nudity underneath an outer garment.
30. See Davis (1991, pp.134-135) for a discussion of the sexual significance 
of the 'nude' leg as a motif for picture and programme covers for the 
ballet and the theatre.
31. The importance of fashion as historical witness is often overlooked; 
as Wilson (1985 p.9) points out, it is a 'cultural phenomenon ... an 
aesthetic medium for the e?q)ression of ideas, desires and beliefs 
circulating in society.'
3 2. Although the ballet skirt has shortened to the current almost hip-
level tutu, the silhouette of the torso has remained the same since 
the Romantic period. Davis (1991 pp.109-110) discusses sexual 
meanings encoded in the traditional Romantic ballet skirt. However, 
she does not make clear the distinction between the dancer as she 
was actually dressed on stage and other visual images of her, 
particularly those in hthographs. Also, imphcit in her analysis is 
the assumption that the ballet skirt was worn by the corps 
throughout the music hall period. Although this may have been the 
case in the 1860s, it was certainly not so by the 1880s.
33. Bedells' observation that Kyasht 'wore no more than a very fluffy 
frill a few inches long' (Mss. My dancing years, p.8) would seem to 
be greatly exaggerated.
34. In reply to critics who found that not just the costume but also the 
balletic steps of the ballerina incongruous with certain subject 
matter, Palladino wrote a letter the Dailv Telegraph (20 April 1891) in 
defence of her art, stating that 'the steps, being conventional, 
cannot be modified, whether the action takes place in China or 
America.' As the source of contention was the mythological ballet 
Orfeo (Empire 1891) she also pointed out that no one could know what 
the 'choreographic entertainment' of the Elysian fields were
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anyway.
35. This passage refers to a revue at the Empire in which Bedells danced 
a ballet solo as Pavlova, followed by a modem duet. Although not a 
ballet, her image as a ballerina was clearly at stake.
36. In a society of 'conspicuous consumption', the abiUty to display 
wealth through the consumption of food as well as material goods 
was important. Throughout the Victorian and Edwardian period 
women were Hving examples of men's capacity to provide and, 
amongst the upper classes, the eating of vast quantities of food was 
common. Whilst the silhouette changed, women who displayed the 
physical results of such consumption were much admired.
37. Shaw's comment is supported by a revelation of Legnani's diet on a 
typical day. It is recorded that she had a good breakfast, including 
fillet of beef, and left home about 11.00a.m. for the theatre. Then, 
'after practice for two hours, she lunched on five or six dishes and 
Chianti'. ('E.F-S.', 1893 p.761)
38. Much of the reprobation surrounding Isadora Duncan's appearance 
on stage was to do with the fact that she rejected the corset. 'Dressed 
in a loose-fitting, free-flowing tunic she ... (rebelled against)... 
everything it symboUzed: the constraints, both physical and 
psychological, imposed upon women by Victorian culture' (Copeland 
1990 p.7) (NB this article is misprinted in the journal; the above 
phrase in parenthesis has been inserted to make sense o f the 
wording)
39. Davis (1991 pp.109-110) suggests that the ballet dancers from the 
Romantic period onwards were free from corsetting. This may have 
been the case with some costumes during the 1830s but was rarely so 
for the premières danseuses in the 1880s and 1890s.
40. The fact that some writers (for example, Shaw in Laurence, 1981a pp. 
298, 376 and 806) and Fhtch (1912 p.lO) deprecated this emphasis on 
the dancers' looks supports the prevalence of such critical practice.
41. Beerbohm (1906 p.615) makes an exception of Genée who, he says, 
was not a 'monstrous automation' but had retained her personality.
42. Two sketches, both of which are based on photographs by different 
photographic studios, appear in the Dailv Graphic (anon., 1891 p.5). 
They show Palladino and de Sortis en pointe, each looking into a 
hand mirror.
43 The writer of a postcard (dated 5 May 1906, Mander and Mitchenson
Collection) of Parisiana (Alhambra 1905) asks his correspondent 
'have you been to the Alhambra lately, what price the legs...?' This 
rare source supports the argument presented in this Chapter of how 
the ballet was perceived by an 'ordinary' member of the audience, as 
well as by writers and critics.
44. It may be, however, that I am judging by the standards of the late
twentieth century in which conformity of body shape and physical 
looks in ballet is generally paramount.
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45. See Hodgens in Adshead (ed), 1988 pp.72-77 for a discussion of genre 
and style. An examination of these concepts in relation to the music 
hall ballet would make an interesting topic for further study.
46. A photograph of The Dancing Doll (Empire 1905) encapsulates this 
image. Genée, en arabesque in her ballet skirt, is centre stage. She 
is surrounded by a huge cast in a great variety of other costumes 
who ah simply stand. Although Genée is supported by a male dancer 
(probably Santini or Sundberg) he merges into the background with 
the rest of the cast. The ballerina is distinguished by differences in 
gesture, costume and her central position in relation to the stage and 
to the other performers.
47. Even Headlam, hberal aficionado of the baUet in general and the 
corps in particular, reveals in his terminology the hierarchy, just as 
he tries to stress the democracy. Ah dancers are important, he says, 
'from the principal to the httle lady in the back row.' (Headlam in 
Bettany 1926 p.208)
48. For example, the only comment on a new dancer with the English 
National Ballet was that she 'has fair hair, big eyes and an expressive 
mouth.' (Percival, 1991 p.30)
49. For a fascinating biographical account of the psychological distress 
and possible long-lasting damage caused by this aspect of women's 
prescribed role in late Victorian and Edwardian society, see Dunn, J.
A Verv Close Consoiracv: Vanessa Beh and Virginia Woolf London: 
Jonathan Cape 1990 Ch. 3
50. Many photographs, some of which have already been discussed, 
present this 'double image' of the ballerina. Kyasht (post-card 
advertising the Empire programme 1909) perches en pointe in 
attitude on a globe with her forefinger touching her lips. As Sylvia 
(anon., 1911 p.4) she is again en pointe but, whilst her body faces to 
the side, her head turns and bends to face the camera in a coy 
gesture.
51. Such ordinariness is perpetuated by articles such as those by 'S.L.B.' 
(1896a); Symons (1896) and Booth's reminiscences (1929).
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6.0 INTRODUCTION
During the thirty year history of the ballets at the Alhambra and the 
Empire there were changes in both the thematic material of the works and 
also in the treatment of that material (see Guest, 1992). The subject matter 
of the ballets, what they were 'about, related to or concerned with'
(Hodgens in Adshead, ed., 1988 p.77), mirrored the political and social 
concerns of the age. For example, many ballets dealt with imperialist 
themes. These reflected the working class audience's famiharity with the 
ideology, if not their actual colonial experience and, for the more affluent 
male patrons, many of whom travelled and worked in the colonies (see 
Ch.3.3), the overt jingoism of the ballets would have had considerable 
meaning and relevance.
As Britain's sea power began to be threatened with the building of the 
German fleet, the ballets reinforced stirring images of the British military 
services both past and present. However, it could be surmised that these 
themes were popular because they leant themselves to spectacular 
formations (see Ch.5) rather than for their potential for incitement to 
patriotic fervour. Other international occasions were celebrated in the 
ballets such as the signing of the Entente Cordiale with France in 1904 
(Entente Cordiale Alhambra 1904). However, whilst the ballet acknowledged 
contemporary political events it neither addressed the issues nor 
questioned the ideologies. In its passive acknowledgement of social class 
differentiation, rigid gender roles and imperiaUst ideology, the ballet 
endorsed rather than challenged the status quo}
Except for the large but hidden sub-class of those existing in abject 
poverty, living standards improved as new inventions and discoveries 
eased work, transport and domestic hfe. Electricity was brought into the 
home and the theatre, providing greatly increased opportunities in the 
latter for set and costume designers, as did the invention of the sewing 
machine. Ease of transport facilitated the annual seaside hoUday, a theme 
addressed in several of the topical ballets (see section 6.1.4) The bicycle 
became fashionable in the 1890s and appeared on stage as, later, did the 
motor car. The establishment of the Dailv Mail in 1896 signified the growth
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of a popular press and a ballet was devoted to the topic (The Press Empire 
1898).
In broad terms, the subject matter of the ballets can be categorised into 
traditional themes that dealt with aspects of nature and the supernatural as 
contained in mythology, fairy tales and legend, and the topical works that 
were based on recent or current events or interests. Historical times and 
foreign locations, particularly exotic ones, were common to both traditional 
and topical works as were sub-themes such as romance, the tussle between 
good and evil and the moral dilemma. Similarly, many roles shared 
common characteristics whatever the context of the narrative. (See 
Prefaces to Appendices I-II and III-IV for an explanation of how these 
categories were derived.)
It may be argued that the subject matter of the works was the dancing 
itself, enshrined in spectacle (see Ch.5.2) As The Times asserted, the plot
is a matter of supreme indifference to an audience who only 
requires that the stage shall be filled with brightly dressed 
groups of pretty and graceful dancers.
anon., 1884b p.4
This comment is, in itself, significant in relation to its foregrounding of 
the looks and personal quahdes of the dancers. However, whilst the 
narrative may have been of secondary or of no importance, this analysis is 
concerned primarily with how it contributed to the construction of the 
image of the dancer rather than the story or plot per se.2 Furthermore, 
whilst the audience may have been interested in 'pretty and graceful 
dancers', how those dancers were portrayed and the subliminal effects of 
that portrayal is of crucial importance. In other words, the ballets 
presented not just pretty girls in static isolation but, as discussed in Chapter 
5, women who moved in certain ways, with particular spatial 
configurations and in characteristic visual environments. They also 
adopted specific identities in named roles and 'acted' according to the 
framework of the narrative.
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6.1 THE WORLD OF THE BALLET
6.1.1 Fantastic, unreal and impossible: the supernatural world
The presentation of the supernatural was, and still is, a characteristic of 
the ballet genre. For many people, the two are synonymous and the 
association of fairies and sylphs with dance has possibly done much to 
undermine its status as a serious art form. The music hall ballet reflected 
this tradition but the incongruity of, for example, the ballet Rose d'Amour 
appearing on the same programme as Jenny Hill (The Vital Spark'), Dan 
Leno and Marie Loftus appears to have been accepted by contemporary 
audiences (Empire programme, 1888). During the late Victorian period 
there was an interest in the supernatural, in spiritualism and ghost 
hunting.^ Within the broad social and cultural climate, the incongruity of 
presenting traditional fairy stories such as Aladdin (Alhambra 1892), Ali 
Baba and the Fortv Thieves (Alhambra 1894) and Cinderella (Empire 1906) 
was not particular to the ballet, for
the acceptance and rapid growth of fairyland as fit subject 
matter for literature, painting and the stage from the 1820s to 
the 1840s and its survival at least until the First World War is one 
of the most remarkable phenomena of nineteenth century culture.
Booth, M., 1981 p.36
Many of the topical ballets did not neglect the crucial role of a fairy. Even 
the Klondyke gold fields (Alaska. Empire 1898) had a Fairy Good Fortune. As 
with other personifications (see section 6.1.5) she would act as an agent of 
morahty, revealing to the 'hero' the faults of his ways or guiding him to his 
destiny. Such revelations provided the excuse for yet more fairies in the 
vision scenes.
Aspects of the supernatural infiltrated the ballets in many ways, from the 
obvious to, by current perceptions, the almost ridiculous. Mythology and 
fairy story were common sources, though characters from the former 
tended to be minor rather than the all-powerful inhabitants of Mount 
Olympus. Artemis, goddess of the chase, made an appearance (leading two 
hve borzoi dogs in Svlvia. Empire 19U) as did Hymen, goddess of marriage, 
and various other gods and goddesses of love. Goddesses, mythologically
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accurate or otherwise, were far more common than their male 
counterparts, though the one authentic goddess from the Greek pantheon 
who was missing was Athene, goddess of wisdom. (Although it is possible to 
overstate the significance of this omission, it is, perhaps, an unsurprising 
one in the Ught of the discussion presented in Ch.5.3 on the perceived 
intelhgence of the ballerina.) With their sylvan settings of the stories and 
the human involvement of the characters, these mythological ballets had a 
somewhat domesticated air. Legend, ostensibly about the activities of 
humankind, also provided a supernatural element though it is difficult to 
distinguish between myth, fairy tale and legend. For example, in The Faun 
(Empire 1895) a mythological character of a faun appears in a 'blending of 
legend and mystery' (Perugini, 1946 p.257). The legend of Faust (Empire 
1895) incorporated both spirits and angels.
Within the context of the ballets the appearance of the supernatural was 
part of the traditional excuse for colour, spectacle and fantastical costumes. 
It also served a purpose as escapism, as Symons so telUngly reveals in his 
review of Titania (Alhambra 1895).
It is as fantastic and unreal and impossible as even I could 
wish for; and I like a ballet to have as much of the fantastic, 
unreal and impossible as it can be got to contain. I go to see a 
ballet in order to get as far as possible from the intolerable 
reahty of the world around me.
'A.S.', 1895 p.77
The world of the supernatural also served another purpose in terms of how 
the ballerina was presented within that world. Although she may have led 
a corps of lesser luminaries, it was she who danced the significant 
supernatural role and it was a role of moral agency. She was thus 
distinguished by her quite hteral other-worldüness and also by her 
goodness. Out of all the supernatural repertoire there were few, if any, 
witches, demons, imps or other malevolent creatures played either by the 
corps and certainly not by the première danseuse. In Rose d'Amour. for 
example, the mahgnant elf was danced by Cecchetti. Women in the ballets 
remained, even in their supernatural roles, generally untroublesome.
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6.1.2 A flower herself: the natural world
One of the most common themes which provided either the substance 
and/or the setting of the ballets was that of nature. Mythological stories 
were chosen which gave the opportunity for a rural setting, as evidenced 
in Empire works such as Diana (1888); Svlvia (19U) and The Water Nvmph
(1912) and the Alhambra's Narcisse (1908) and Psvche (1909). Similarly, 
historical ballets such as Versailles (Empire 1892); Sir Roger de Coverlev 
(Alhambra 1907) and Fête Galante (Empire 1906) were set, mainly or partly, 
in gardens. Works in which the pastoral theme was central included the 
Empire's Rose d'Amour (1888); Les Papillons (1901) and The Reaper's Dream
(1913).
Such thematic material may be said to be part of the ballet tradition, 
particularly that which stemmed from the Romantic era, and this accorded 
with a resurgence of interest in Romanticism in the other arts. The Neo­
romantic themes of the arts in the 1890s revealed the fascination of an 
ideahsed country life (Stanford, 1970). This fascination had stemmed from 
the mid-nineteenth century when, due to the migration of agricultural 
workers to the cities, there was a 'general divorce of Englishmen (sic) from 
hfe in contact with nature' (Trevelyan, 1944 p.l71). The arts of the second 
half of the century appeared concerned with re-establishing that contact, 
but it was a 'nature' that was ideahsed and mythologised. As the century 
progressed and produced 'urban slums and vice ... how much healthier, it 
might seem, to turn instead to rural life' (Hennegan in Teich and Porter, 
1990 p.l98). Hennegan elaborates on the relationship of the artist to 
nature, the countryside and life before mechanisation.
In a period which saw so many inventions, discoveries and developments 
which were to revolutionise social life and attitudes, the presentation of 
bahets concerned with fairies, flowers and fauna was not, therefore, so out 
of touch with the times as may first appear. An example of how subject 
matter reflected contemporary interests is that the only Shakespeare text 
which was used as source material for any Alhambra or Empire ballet was 
MidsiimTnpr Night's Dream (Titania. Empire 1913). Whilst there may have
been other influential factors such as the vogue or otherwise for 
Shakespearian productions, it seems that this work accommodated the
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pastoral, romantic and fairy themes which reflected not just the 
conventions of the ballet genre but the common psychological concerns of 
the period. The themes are even less incongruous when the roles of the 
dancers in these ballets are examined.
The significant feature of how dancers were presented in the pastoral 
ballets was their depiction not just as people populating country or garden 
scenes but how they constituted the 'scenery' itself. In so many works, not 
only those with a pastoral subject matter, dancers were presented as 
flowers or other aspects of nature. Such 'roles' gave great opportunities to 
the costume designer and the arrangers of the ballets to present 
spectacular colour combinations and groupings of the corps as bouquets of 
flowers."! However, the image of dancer-as-flower in the ballets and in 
painting signified more than just opportunities for colour and spectacle. 
Dijkstra suggests that
the 'pure' woman, the woman who, with her passive, submissive 
imitative, tractable quahties, seemed to share with the flowers all 
the features characteristic of the plant life of the domestic garden 
thus came very generally to be seen as a flower herself.
Dijkstra, 1986 p.l6
One central motif of Art Nouveau design was the representation of women 
and flowers or fauna in a symbiotic relationship. In the ballets, women 
represented not only the natural phenomenon of flowers but also insects, 
butterfhes and birds. Although there were few male dancers in the music 
hall ballets none appeared to be cast in these kinds of roles, neither were 
the male actors nor supernumeraries. The impossibility of conceiving a 
male member of the cast as a flower or a butterfly reveals the gender 
specificity of such images.^
Links between ballet, the other arts and the 'psyche of the era' are more 
evident when consideration is given not just to which subject matter was 
chosen for the ballets, but which was ignored. As discussed, stories drawn 
from mythology were not generally the epic ones of major gods and 
goddesses, but those which were set in a pastoral landscape and included 
humans as principal characters. As Hennegan (in Teich and Porter, 1990 
p.200) suggests, by the 1890s the countryside itself had so changed with 
depopulation and mechanisation, had become so tamed out of accord with
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poetic sensibility, that 'with tremendous thoroughness, the Decadents set 
about repopulating the Enghsh landscape' with nymphs, satyrs and 'Pan 
and his entourage dominate the rural scene.' In title roles such as the 
Dryad (Alhambra 1908) and the Water Nymph (Empire 1912) women 
presented a complex image of the natural world to which men had access. 
As figures who were available for seduction or agents of seduction (but, as 
discussed in section 6.1.6, were never seduced), even these images of the 
natural world had erotic connotations. It was 'the eroticized body of woman 
...(which)... became the late nineteenth century male's universal symbol of 
nature and all natural phenomenon.' (Dijkstra, 1986 p.86).
6.1.3 Other places and other times: the in ternational and 
h is to rica l w orlds
A theme or a location which provided the excuse for the ballet and spanned 
both traditional and topical works was that of the internationally exotic. 
These works were set in or incorporated substantial scenes of distant 
places. Contrary to what might be expected, they tended not to be set in the 
countries of the British Empire. Among others, Dilara (Empire 1887) and In  
lanan (Alhambra 1902) had Eastern themes; Nisita (Empire 1891) was set in 
Albania and many works, including Salandra (Alhambra 1890) and Tzigane 
(Alhambra 1896) depicted the Magyar gipsy tribe, the Tzigane.^ The British 
Empire was not 'visited' in the ballets but, as might be deemed appropriate, 
its representatives came to Britain to pay homage. Many topical ballets 
included a dance of nations in which countries of the colonies, and the 
produce of those countries, were paraded in mass spectacle. Less exotic but 
equally evocative were the images offered by works set in France, of which 
there were a seemingly disproportionate number. This Francophilia 
reflected the pohdcal and cultural alliance of the two countries and the 
whole fin de siècle spirit was mutually fed. The fascination of the 
paintings of Watteau and Fragonard was one stimulus for Empire works 
such as Versailles_(1892), Fête Galante (1906) and The Dancing Master (1910), 
all of which were located in a romanticised, historical France. All the 
gaieté of contemporary Paris was given full vent in ballets such as The Gay 
City (Alhambra 1900) and A Dav in Paris (Empire 1908). Also closer to home, 
Spain not only provided opportunities for authentic Spanish dancers such
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as Maria la Bella to display their art but also for less authentic but highly 
colourful 'Spanish' dancing and costumes.
With world communication and travel becoming easier and knowledge of 
distant lands more accessible, these international ballets reflected 
contemporary interests. Many of the audience would have been well- 
travelled and to others the world had become a smaller place, in mind if not 
in their experience. What these ballets did offer was the opportunity to 
present spectacular and, by the standards of the time, risqué costumes (see 
Ch.5.2).
Every endeavour was made for the action of the ballets to shift 
from one country to another with each successive scene, since this 
afforded occasion for a complete change of costume and the 
introduction of character or speciality dances.
Beaumont, 1937 p.75 8
However, the authenticity of either costume or dances was unlikely.^
The individual or collective roles of the dancers were varied but they 
usually represented national characters who were exotic, other-worldly 
and very far removed in both appearance and in movement from the 
reahty of Victorian or Edwardian womanhood. Nautch girls, Eygptian 
slaves, Spanish dancers, odalesques and gipsies all contributed to the world 
of fantasy.
Historical ballets fulfiUed the same function, being as much concerned 
with fantasy as with reality. They offered similar opportunities for 
imaginative sets and costumes based on a very selective history. Of ten 
'historical' works produced at the Empire, at least six told tales specificaUy 
of the aristocracy and seven of the ten were set in France (see Appendix 
II). Although supposedly dealing with a more 'real' world than that of 
mythology and the supernatural, bahets located in different times and 
different places were similarly based on a romanticised and ideahsed view 
of the world and its inhabitants.
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6.1.4 Escape into reality: the contem porary world
One of the most common, though seemingly contrary themes of the ballets 
was that of the up-to-date or topical subject. These themes were not 
particular to the British ballet during this period; Manzotti's Excelsior (La 
Scala 1881) included the building of the Suez Canal and the invention of the 
electric telegraph (Koegler, 1987 p.l47) In the music halls, however, these 
works became a staple feature on the programme which, when there were 
two productions nightly, would often include one traditional and one 
topical ballet (Tillett, 1982 p.7).® Although Jones (in Waites et ai, 1982 
p.l08) is referring to the smaller music halls rather than the larger palaces 
of varieties, his comment that 'music hall appealed to the London working 
class because it was both escapist and yet strongly rooted in the realities of 
working class life' is apt in relation to the programming of these two types 
of ballet which embraced both 'escape' and a version of 'reality'.
The topical works can be divided into three general sub-categories: those 
which reflected contemporary interests; those which referred to important 
events and, a combination of these, the patriotic or military ballet. Ballets 
in the first category included The Snorts of England (Empire 1887); The 
Press (Empire 1898); works which reflected the new fashion for sea-side 
hohdays exemplified in Bv the Sea (Empire 1891) and On Brighton Pier 
(Empire 1894) and those which dealt with travel and tourism such as 
Chicago (Alhambra 1893) and Round the world (Empire 1909).^ Special 
events were marked with ballets such as Chicago (Alhambra 1893) which 
coincided with the World Fair in that city; Alaska (Empire 1898) about the 
Klondyke Gold Rush; Under One Flag (Empire 1897), a commemoration of 
Victoria's Jubilee and a work which marked the Coronation of Edward Vn, 
Our Crown (Empire 1902). The latter was also an example of a very popular 
theme for the ballets, that of the mihtary and the patriotic. Between 1885 
and 1914, thirteen works of this ilk were presented at the Alhambra and the 
Empire. Titles such as O u r  Armv and Naw (Alhambra 1889); Soldiers of the 
Oueen (Alhambra 1900, neatly becoming Soldiers of the King in 1901) Our 
Crown (Empire 1902) and Our Flag (Alhambra 1909) evoke the spirit of these 
works. It is not difficult to ascribe their popularity. The middle and upper 
classes who frequented the Alhambra and the Empire were often either 
service or ex-servicemen, colonial administrators or traders (see Ch.3.3)
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and 'if the working class did not actually promote the jingoism there can be 
no doubt that it passively acquiesced to it.' (Jones in Waites et al, 1982 
p.93).!^ The palaces, because of the nature of their audiences, positively 
embraced jingoism and the British Empire.
In these early years of the century ...(the Empire palace)... was the 
dream of thousands of Empire-builders in tropic heat and 
yawning loneliness ...(and when)... the lights of London at 
last shone for the exile ... it was to the Empire in Leicester 
Square that he winged.
Booth, 1929 p.145
The relationship between these topical works and contemporary poUtical 
and social events would make a potential subject for further research.
What is of interest here, again, is what the ballets ignore as well as what 
they address. One of the most topical social and political issues, particularly 
during the 1890s, was the question of the emancipation of women and the 
resultant disturbance of the sexual status quo.
The years between 1870 and Victoria's death in 1901 were 
... fraught with turmoil and anxiety. Men and women alike 
were obhged to come to terms with changes in almost all 
aspects of their social and economic hfe; none was more 
disturbing and carried further reaching implications than 
the radical alteration of relationships between the sexes.
Harrison, 1979 p.77
Only one work out of a total of over one hundred and forty bahets has been 
found which explicitly acknowledged the pubhc fight for women's 
suffrage. This was Elise Clerc's On the Heath (Alhambra 1909) which had a 
suffragette in the cast, though it is not possible to ascertain how that role 
was treated.!! That such issues were avoided in the bahets is demonstrated 
in a review of Bluebeard (Alhambra 1895) which suggested with apparent 
relief that
elsewhere, 'Bluebeard' might be converted into a story of a 
woman's perilous search for knowledge, and the ultimate 
emancipation of the submerged sex. At the famous house in 
Leicester Square ... the famous story is treated with respect, 
anon., 1895d p.440
Such a statement reveals that there was a consciousness of women's search 
for and achievement of new roles in hfe but such roles were neither 
enacted by nor interpreted in relation to the characters presented on stage.
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As the ballet did not offer any direct critique of political issues, except in its 
general Tory support of Tory values, it would be expected that the 
contentious topic of the place of women in society would similarly not be 
seen as suitable subject matter. What was also avoided was any 
representation of the New Woman. This phenomenon, the term for which 
was created in the 1890s, is reflected m fiction in novels such as George 
Gissing's The Odd Women (see Stubbs, 1979) but 'in paintings the New 
Woman is remarkably rare, if not conspicuous by her absence' (Casteras, 
1982 p.l46).!2 In the ballets, too, she is absent and even those works which 
dealt with events that affected the hves of women directly did not depict 
that effect. For example. The Sports of England (Empire 1887) neglected to 
show the new athletic prowess of women but celebrated male sports such as 
cricket, football and boxing even though, ironically, the roles were played 
by women dressed as men. Women were included in the cast as spectators at 
Derby Day.^ ®
In the ballets concerned with world travel, it was generally not the women 
who travelled but the 'male' characters. Even if the New Woman took on 
the persona of the Amazon in painting, for 'she was in real life and a r t ... 
perceived as Amazonian in many ways' (Casteras, 1982 p.l73) the ballets 
which presented Amazons, as a surprisingly large number did, negated 
their traditional warrior-hke qualities.^"! No première danseuse appeared 
to be cast m such a potentially powerful role and for the corps who were, it 
provided an opportunity for shining costumes and spectacular stage 
formations. It is also interesting that, of over twenty works which had a 
female name as the title, only one (Cleopatra. Empire 1889) appeared to deal 
with a real woman, either contemporary or historical (see Appendix V).
Most were concerned with fictional or mythological women; not even the 
up-to-date ballets gave a real woman the prominent title role.
The Alhambra and the Empire presented topical issues but in such an 
anodyne way that any threatening, disturbing or critical element was 
removed. Unlike in the legitimate theatre where the plays of Ibsen, Shaw 
and Pinero were beginning to present new images of women but, like the 
painting of the period, the ballets in their essential conservatism made 
httle reference to the changing roles, status or even the reahty of women 
in society. On the contrary, the dancers' roles in these topical bahets.
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particularly in the patriotic works, reinforced traditional concepts such as 
peace, victory and nationhood as female. Whether the dancers were 
dressed as the mihtary, who appeared in ah patriotic works on parade 
rather than actually fighting, or were representing the countries of the 
Empire or patriotic imagery such as the Union Jack, they were symbohc. 
The symbohsed the Empire; Britain's power in the Empire and 
intemationahy; her mihtary glory and her role as keeper of the peace.^® 
One of the main constructs by which the dancers presented these ideals was 
through a device as common in the ballets as in the visual arts, that of 
personification.
6.1.5 Embodiments of virtue: the world personified
The casting of 'spirit of, 'goddess o f or 'fairy o f was given to principal 
dancers in ah kinds of music hah bahets. These roles were personifications 
of nature, artefacts, human virtues and achievements. The Spirit of the 
Wheatsheaf (The Reaper's Dream. Empire 1913); Spirit of Happiness (All the 
Year Round. Alhambra 1904) and Goddess of Genius (Inspiration, Alhambra
1901) were a few of many examples. Modem ideas or developments were 
embodied in roles such as the Spirit of Mechanism (Sita. Alhambra 1894) 
and the Goddess of Progress (Entente Cordiale. Alhambra 1904). Warner 
(1985 p.85) discusses how the Victorian mind was able to give female 
personifications to technological developments for, by the mid-nineteenth 
century, 'ahegorical convention had set so hard that it provided a sohd 
foundation for some wondrously newfangled superstructures.' Therefore, 
the incongruity of such a concept as, for example, a 'Spirit of Mechanism' 
was not particular to the ballet.^ ^
Again, a personified image was common in painting, where there was
a category of enigmatic female personifications endowed with 
a deliberate sense of abstraction and removal from everyday 
life ...(who)... hve in a static world of beauty where passion, rage 
and sensuality do not enter.
Casteras, 1982 p.l71
Unhke other female protagonists, these spirits did not relate to 'male' 
characters in the story but were independent entities. As they presented
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abstract qualities or ideas they were agents rather than recipients of 
events, immune from human passions and foibles. As such, they were part 
of the long tradition of allegorical womanhood which, particularly in the 
ideahsation of womankind, reached a peak in the late Victorian and 
Edwardian period and became one of the characteristics of its culture (see 
Warner 1985).
The expulsion of the middle-class woman from participation m 
practical life had become a fact; women had never been placed on 
a more lofty pedestal. An apparently insuperable plateau had been 
reached in her canonization as a priestess of virtuous inanity.
Dijkstra, 1986 p.4
With more pohte terminology, Stubbs (1979 p.xi) discusses how the role of 
women in society as the 'moral centre' can be perceived in novels of the 
period. In the ballets, the spirit or goddess role was also the moral centre of 
the narrative and it was a role which was given, almost always, to the 
principal dancer
This abstraction was not limited to concepts of the 'good' but also embraced 
the opposite. Human vices were portrayed in roles such as the Spirit of 
Gambling (The Girl I Left Behind Me. Empire 1893) and the Spirit of Vanity 
(Femina. Alhambra 1910). Even the topical work Entente Cordiale 
(Alhambra 1904) included in its cast hst the Demon of War. What is of 
interest, however, is that with only a few exceptions, human vices were 
portrayed by men or by travesty performers. For example, a production 
photograph (Theatre Museum, London) of Britannia's Realm (Alhambra
1902) shows Justice, in a long dress, as conventionally and undoubtedly 
female. Malice and Envy are played by en travestie performers Edith Slack 
and Juha Reeve, who wear tunics, thonged boots and have covered hair. If 
they are not unequivocally 'male' they are certainly not female. As 
Warner points out,
the predominance of feminine gender in words for virtue seems 
to have given virtue a monopoly on the feminine category: this, by 
contrast, has generated masculine gender imagery for its opposite.
Warner, 1985 p.l53
Warner goes on to offer a generahsed, complex Freudian basis for such a 
gender dichotomy. More specifically, in relation to the ballet, it meant that
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the image of the female dancer remained untainted and her idealisation 
was uncorrupted.
These contrary roles of evil and adversity do not appear to have been 
presented with great seriousness, however, and almost all the ballets which 
dealt with conflict between good and evil resulted in unequivocal victory 
for the former.!® It is in this respect that images in the visual arts, 
according to Casteras' (1982) and Dijkstra's (1986) analyses, differ from 
those in the ballets. There are, in the ballets, no 'idols of perversity' 
(Dijkstra, 1986, title), no obvious misogyny. The images appear to reflect 
woman-loving rather than woman-hating attitudes. However, images 
which present women as uncorrupt, morally virtuous and essentially 
'good' in character can be as negative and confining in their idealisation 
as any more malevolent representation.
6.1.6 Every man in the audience: the romantic world
One facet of misogynist imagery in the arts of the period was the casting of 
women as seductresses, for
the last quarter of the nineteenth century witnesses a 
prohferation of femme fatale images in art and literature which 
reflected a widespread misogyny in European culture ... Jung 
plausibly hnked these manifestations of male hostihty to the 
first changes which were taking place m the status of women from 
1870 onwards.!^
McMahon, 1985 p.8
If the ballet ignored these changes in the status of women (see section 
6.1.4), it also ignored the potent femme fatale image. Although seductions 
were a part of the scenario in some works, these appeared to be low key 
events and the seductress was not an overt sexual being, at least not in 
relation to the other characters on stage. Even when Genée played the 
odalesque in The Debutante (Empire 1906), a 'good' temptress who uses her 
body to please the sultan in order to save her lover, the authenticity and 
potential allure of the character was undermined by the wearing of a long 
ballet skirt (see Illus. 2). It is interesting to note that one of the most 
popular stories depicted in the arts of the period, that of Salome, was never 
used as serious subject matter for any of the ballets presented at the
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Alhambra or the Empire. Telhngly, it was burlesqued in the Alhambra's 
Sal! Oh! My! (1908).^!! It was as though the depiction of such a woman, so 
powerful in her sexuality, could not be accommodated on the music hall 
stage.
Savage-King (1985 p.28) suggests that the fates of nineteenth century 
ballet heroines such as the Sylphide, Giselle, Aurora, Odette-Odile and 
Nikiya were bound up with those of men. These stories also 'tended to 
present two contrasting images of women - the unattainable, idealised or 
repressed virginal love or the passionate heart-throb' (Hanna, 1988 p.l73). 
Although other dichotomies existed, neither of these inter-related aspects 
of the traditional ballets were present in the music hall.^l
Romance was there as a sub-theme in many works and in several it 
constituted the main plot but the ballerinas were not, in the main, sexual or 
even overtly romantic characters. They were rarely, if at all, presented 
within the narrative as passionate women, and there was certainly no 
question of romantic liaisons in their personified roles. The actual living- 
or-dying fate of these heroines was not dependent on the men in their 
lives. Few, if any, music hall ballet heroine ever died for love. When a 
heroine's fate did depend on a man it tended to be in the far more mundane 
respect of m a r r i a g e . 22 Nearly every ballet which involved an element of 
romance ended happily.
The reason why love and romance played a common but low key role in the 
music hall ballet is obvious. It was, and still is, a key theme in the human 
story but in the ballets of this period there were very few male dancers to 
complete the partnership. The fact that the 'male' lead was played en 
travestie meant that, although the convention was accepted, there could be 
no significant love relationship (see Ch.7). Even when there was a 
romantic hero he tended to be played by an actor such as Lytton Grey. In 
neither case were there possibihties for romantic and certainly not 
passionate dance duets. Other male roles were played by character dancers 
who tended not to be cast as partners of the ballerina, for to have done so 
would have undermined her status. Ballets which did include a male dancer 
such as de Vincenti, Sundberg or Santini could have presented a far more 
significant portrayal of a relationship. It is interesting that, to date, no
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visual sources have been found which present the ballerina in any kind of 
romantic involvement with a male character and no written sources 
comment, except superficially in a general outline of the plot, on the 
ballerina's role as a loved or loving c h a r a c t e r . 2 3
Whilst there may have been a hint of romance between character dancers 
or other soloists as a tangential aspect of the plot, it would appear that in 
very few works were the corps or coryphées allowed to participate in any 
significant romantic r o l e . 2 4  Even though most ballets presented hnes of 
female corps dressed as 'boys' they did not appear to relate romantically to 
the 'girls'.
In the majority of works there was a lack of any significant, rather than 
superficial, portrayal of a love affair on stage. Those ballets in which it 
was a serious element tended to be based on pre-existing, well known tales 
such as Orfeo (Empire 1891); Don Tuan (Alhambra 1892) and Carmen 
(Alhambra 1903 and 1912). Whilst there was romance in many works, it was 
rare for the première danseuse to be seriously depicted as a woman in love. 
No love relationship on stage interfered with the love affair between the 
dancer and the audience. When George Edwards, the Empire manager, was 
asked why Genée never had a partner, his reply was, 'don't you see, dear 
boy, that every man in the audience is her partner?' (Guest, 1958 p.SO).
6.2 CONCLUSION
Although many of the ballets had a dramatic content and a rare few such as 
Don Tuan (Alhambra 1892) ended tragically, the works in general reflected 
their music hall context. They addressed no issues, appealed to the senses 
rather than to the mind or to the emotions and had not just happy but 
exhilarating endings. It may be the case that, if any of these works had 
survived, a different kind of perception would be brought to bear on 
them.25 For example, the story of The Faun (Empire 1910) in which a 
sleeping girl loses her 'girdle' to a marble faun who has come to life and 
reahses 'that in order to free herself from his spell she must regain the 
girdle he has snatched from her in passionate embrace' (anon., 1910 p.l4)
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is ripe for Freudian interpretation. The very nature of myth, fairy tale and 
legend is that they function as a repository for the dilemmas of human 
thought and action. However, the music hall stories did not appear to be 
presented with any intent other than to entertain visually and they were 
certainly not interpreted in any other way.26
In the roles of the dancers, images of womanhood were presented which 
could be admired yet were not threatening, for they were so obviously 
other-worldly.27 if roles such as Amazons had the potential for depicting 
powerful womanhood they were not perceived as such. The sight of a 
massed corps of Amazons in shining armour could have been chilling, in 
the way that the Queen and her WiUs in Giselle can be, but any possible 
power in these roles was subverted by the plot of the ballets in which they 
appeared to be totally ineffectual. Their potential to present what Savage- 
King (1985, p.28) calls 'female collectivity' is thus nullified. They appeared 
for display, to be seen and not to act.
The hierarchical nature of any ballet company and the conventional 
narrative structure of the works has traditionally been based on a 
differentiation of roles between principals and other dancers. The 
ballerina sometimes appeared on programmes simply as 'Premiere 
Danseuse' which established her as a separate entity even from the story 
of the ballet itself. In contemporary criticism, although words like 
'charming' and 'vivacious' abound (see Ch.5.3) there is little sense of the 
real personality of the dancer emerging for her roles did not allow for 
individually expressive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .28 Such a depersonaUsation is 
inherent in the genre but was further emphasised by the fact that the 
powerfully expressive roles were played by the travesty performers, whose 
business was mime and dramatic action.
The fantasy world of the ballets, estabhshed by their supernatural subject 
matter, exotic locations and distant or mythological times was embodied in 
the stage persona of the ballerina. As a personification, representation of 
nature, picture of innocence and guilelessness or agent of morality, she 
was, in an unreal world, an even more unreal t i g u r e .2 9  The casting of 
other performers in character roles with particularly human traits acted
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as a foil to her. She remained, however, quintessentially female in 
character, actions and looks.^0
The corps, even when exotic or supernatural in their roles were, by virtue 
of their masse, far less rarefied than the ballerina; they also, in their 
'group' roles, acted as a foil to her individuahty. Chapter 5 examined how 
the components of the ballets differentiated the premières danseuses and 
the corps de ballet and this differentiation was endorsed by their 
respective roles and agency in the narrative. However, all dancers, 
whatever their role, served to please the eye and offered fantasy or the 
most pleasurable stories of reality. The subject matter of the ballets 
provided escapism, the outcome of the tales was inevitable, satisfying and 
there was nothing to disturb that satisfaction or make the audience 
uncomfortable. Woman as fairies, as jewels, as decoratively exotic, as 
essentially 'good' did not disturb the status quo; the composite world of the 
ballet effectively presented a 'Fairyland of Fair Women'.31 The production 
and consumption of the music hall programme was entirely different from 
that of painting in that it evidently had to attract a large, paying audience 
in order to survive. Any 'virulent misogyny' (Dijkstra, 1986 p.viii) would 
have disturbed the complacency of the audience by undermining their 
notions of Victorian and Edwardian womanhood. Thus, the images of 
women inscribed in the ballets were both commensurate with other forms 
of cultural discourse but also unique to the ballet itself.
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CHAPTER 6 
NOTES
1. See Walkowitz (1992) for a claim that other aspects of music hall 
performance, particularly those by women, did challenge the status 
quo with regard to gender divisions in society.
2. The term ’narrative' is used here to describe the general story line. 
Licensing regulations prohibited narrative theatre in the music 
halls but the ballet, most probably because it did not used the spoken 
word, was not classified as narrative theatre.
3. For example, some photographers claimed to have recorded ghosts 
and fairies (Hennegan in Teich and Porter, 1990 p.l98).
4. In the case of Wilhelm at the Empire, the two roles of designer of the 
costumes and arranger of the corps were amalgamated (see Ch. 3.2.3)
5. There are, of course, exceptions, such as a male Bluebird in Sleeping 
Beauty (Petipa 1890) and Nijinsky's Rose in Le Spectre de la Rose 
(Fokine 1911). In these two examples, the 'femininity' of the roles is 
subverted by the bravura virtuosity of the dancing.
6. It has not been possible to discover why so many ballets depicted 
Tzigane dancers; it can only be assumed that there was a 
contemporary fascination with this ethnic group.
7. Wilhelm at the Empire and AÜas at the Alhambra were both costume 
designers renowned for their meticulous attention to detail (see 
Ch.3.2.3). However, it is likely that their own colour
schemes, the demands of the tableaux and contemporary fashion 
would have been more influential than the imperative of 
authenticity. The following comment exemplifies this imaginative 
approach to 'national' dances: 'a bevy of Indian beauties ... dance 
what is called a Nautch dance ... and it is not a bit like one - and 
wind up with a peg-top twirling to furious pseudo-oriental music.' 
(anon., April 1893c p.575). Later, Ruth St. Denis was also presenting 
her pseudo-oriental dances, including Nautch which she premiered 
in London in 1908.
8. The topical ballet was not necessarily favoured by the artists who 
worked on them. The Alhambra composer Jacobi, when asked what 
kind of ballets he preferred, rephed 'the pastoral and mythological 
are certainly the best styles of ballet... the sort called 'up to date' is 
inevitably vulgar.' ('A.S.', 1895 p.77) Chapter 3 identifies the 
commercial imperative of these works.
9. Round the World was based on Jules Verne's novel, Round the World 
in Eightv Davs
10. See Bedarida (1979 pp.146-147) for a general discussion on working 
class patriotism and middle class jingoism.
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11. Described in the programme as a 'new revue divertissement' it does 
not appear in Guest (1992 Appendix A) although the work did include 
the première danseuse, Britta and a full corps de ballets.
12. Although the New Woman was absent in painting she was much 
caricatured in sketches and cartoons of the period, particularly in 
the journal Punch. A few individual artists in the music hall did 
acknowledge suffrage issues in their acts (see Holledge, 1981 p.81).
13. Lady cyclists were depicted in On Brighton Pier (Empire 1894) and 
hunting, an acceptable activity for women, was shown in High links 
(Empire 1904).
14. Works which presented Amazons in the cast included Dilara (Empire 
1887) and the Alhambra ballets Antiope (1888); The Handv Man 
(1900); Femina (1910) and The Dance Dream (1911).
15. See Warner (1985) for a discussion of such imagery. She points to 
how, during the nineteenth century, 'Britannia, the personification 
of the constitution, fades before Britannia as the might of Britain 
...(this figure)... achieves widest currency ... in the 1890s at the 
zenith of Victorians' imperial faith and enthusiasm. (Warner, 1985 
p.48)
16. As discussed in Chapter 2, note 4, there is a relationship here 
between the music hall ballet and the modernist ethos. There is also a 
common factor between the ballet and modernism in the fine arts, 
for lisa Tickner (draft inaugural lecture notes, Middlesex 
University, 1993) notes that in modernist iconography there is an 
astonishiong rarity of any image of the 'modem' woman.
17. These agents of morahty were not only spirits or goddesses but also 
comparatively more earthly creatures. An odalesque (The 
Debutante. Empire 1906); a gypsy queen (Salandra, Empire 1890) and 
young girls in several ballets (The Girl I Left Behind Me. Empire
1893); Sita (Alhambra 1894) all display fidelity to their ideals and 
were epitomes of correct moral behaviour.
18. The 'evil' roles of Carabosse in The Sleeping Beauty (Petipa 1890) and 
Rothbart in Swan Lake (Ivanov/Petipa 1895) would appear to be 
much more malevolent creatures than those in the music hall 
ballets. However, such a statement must be tentative, for there are 
no extant works of the latter so comparison can only be made using 
the criticism of each period as a source. Also, interpretations of 
these roles in performance differ with each production.
19. See, for example, Harrison (1979); Casteras (1982) or Dijkstra (1986) 
for analyses of the femme fatale image in the visual arts.
20. Salome was a role which became synonymous with the Canadian 
dancer, Maud Allan.
21. It must be noted that the 'traditional' works about which these kinds 
of generalisations are made tend to be those which have survived.
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There may have been many which did not present such images of 
women. For example, it is interesting that it is the figure of the 
sylph which is, nowadays, synonymous with the Romantic era 
rather than the other, equally common role of the 'character' or 
'national' dancer.
22. In a few ballets the heroine was due to meet, before rescue, an 
unspecified but not deadly fate at the hands of a demon, pirates, 
brigands or a rajah (The Alhambra's Nadia. 1887: Algeria. 1887: 
Zanetta. 1890 and the Empire's Cecile. 1890). Such stories occured 
during the early period of the music hall ballets. It could be 
tentatively speculated, though further detailed research would need 
to be undertaken, that this was a minor way in which the ballets 
reflected the growing emancipation of women in that they no 
longer needed rescuing so dramatically.
23. It would appear that when a 'love' scene was depicted it was acted out 
in mime. Guest (1958 p.61) relates how Genée mimed her love scenes 
with Santini in The Milhner Duchess (Empire 1903), a task she found 
distasteful due to the pervading smell of garlic.
24. As least one exception was the ballet Roberto 11 Diavolo (Empire 1909) 
in which the dancers were dead nuns, turned into nymphs, who 
tempt a young knight 'by the power of their wiles and seduction' 
(Empire programme note). However, the narrative of this ballet was 
based on a much earher work, an opera of the same name produced 
in 1831. It was the ballet of the nuns in this opera to which the start 
of the Romantic movement in ballet is attributed (Koegler, 1987 
p.348).
25. The Sleeping Beautv (Petipa 1890), for example, is a work which 
appears to be a superficial tale and yet, if perceived as an analogy of 
sexual awakening it can reveal far more serious psychological 
issues.
26. The notion of artistic intention is problematic, but no sources found 
to date have given any indication that the makers of the ballets 
created their works with any motives other than the production and 
commercial values addressed in Chapter 5.
27. An analysis of Genée's main roles at the Empire from 1897-1907 
(Hockey, 1983) reveals that out of the eighteen ballets in which she 
performed a major role, at least six of these were as personifications 
and two were dolls. Of a further six roles in which she played a 'real' 
woman, in four of these she either belonged to or married into the 
aristocracy. It could be said that such a world was equally unreal for 
the majority of the music hall audience. Although these ballets 
often transcended reality, when Genée was 'human' she also 
transcended the common mass of humamty.
28. As Dempster asserts, (paraphrasing Daly in Sheridan, ed. 1988 p.39), 
women are inscribed by but cannot represent themselves in the 
classical ballet. It is a form which denies the female her own 
agency.'
29. Wolff (1990 p.l36) claims that 'the roles created for women in the
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classical repertoire - fairies, swans, innocent peasant girls ... collude 
in a discourse which constructs, in a medium which employs the 
body for its expression, a strangely disembodied female.'
30. When Genée appeared en travestie in The Bugle Call (Empire 1905) 'it 
was not a part that appealed to all her admirers' (Guest 1992 p.l24). 
Although her performance remained essentially feminine 
(Morrison in Guest, 1958 p.75), by dressing as a boy, Genée had 
presented a far more ambiguous image.
31. 'The Classical BaUet: a Fairyland of Fair Women' was the title of an 
article on the ballet in The Plav Pictorial (Findon, 1911 p.75)
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7.0 INTRODUCTION
The demise of the male dancer and the convention of women playing 
men's roles in men's attire dates from the Romantic period in the first half 
of the nineteenth century, though the female travesty performer in ballet 
has received very little attention from dance historians. 1 Garafola notes 
the contributory factors which affected the production and consumption of 
the ballet itself. Cross-dressing on stage,
coming into vogue at a time of major social, economic and 
aesthetic changes ... reflected a shift of the ballet from a courtly, 
aristocratic art to an entertainment geared to the marketplace and 
the tastes of the new bourgeois pubUc. 2 
Garafola, 1985/6 p.35
When the 'market place', which comprised a predominantly male audience, 
had to be appeased by commercial managers, the male dancer lost his 
appeal and only kept his place, if not his status, in the theatres of Russia 
and Denmark which retained their royal or imperial subsidy. By the 1870s 
in Western Europe, the male dancer had become such a mahgned figure 
that he was virtually absent from the stage (see Ch.4.2.1). However, some 
analyses of the ballet, particularly those which explore sexuality and 
gender, have tended to ignore this phenomenon. For example, English 
(1980) attributes the popularity of the ballet with male audiences to the 
phallocentric and mastubatory nature of the lift and the pas de deux. The 
music hall ballet had neither. Similarly, Hanna postulates,
the outstanding and widely recognised sign of sexuality in 
ballet is the heterosexual pas de deux and partnering style 
in which the man supports, manipulates and often conquers 
the woman.
Hanna, 1988 p.l66
As argued in this study, the lack of a heterosexual pas de deux did not, by 
any means, echpse all 'signs of sexuality' in the ballets nor did it 
undermine its popularity with male audiences.
In the music hall programmes, the convention of the cross-dressed or 
travesty dancer was matched by other performers whose act was based on 
cross-dressing. Some, like Vesta Tilley, evolved her entire stage persona 
around this device. A programme for the Alhambra in 1885 itemises Tilley's
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appearance on the bill together with two ballets, Melusine and The Swans. 
Likewise, in 1888, the programme included Tilley, Antiope and 
Enchantment. Although the nature of these performances was obviously 
very different, music hall audiences were attuned to seeing women dressed 
as men on stage.
7.1 THE EN TRAVESTIE PERFORMER
With the exception of a few premiers danseurs and the character and 
supernumerary roles discussed in Chapter 4, most male parts were played 
by female dancers dressed as men. It was not until 1901 at the Empire when 
Santini partnered Genée and 1903 at the Alhambra when Volbert played 
Don Jose in Carmen that this travesty tradition for principal roles began to 
wane, though it was by no means lost altogether. Established performers 
such as CavaUazzi and Zanfretta were frequently praised for their dramatic 
skills. Although it cannot be established for certain in relation to all 
performers, it would appear that most had previously trained as ballet 
dancers; this was undoubtedly the case with the afore-mentioned two 
performers and British artists such as Flo Martell and Julia Searle are also 
named in programmes in non-travesty roles. It was extremely rare for the 
première danseuse to appear in travesty; Geneé's role in The Bugle Call 
(Empire 1905) was an exception (see Ch.6, note 30).
There were two main types of role played by the travesty performer. She 
was either the 'male' principal or she was one of the small groupings or 
lines of 'boys' in the corps.^ As discussed below, the former acted, albeit 
non-verbally, and the latter danced.
The roles played by the travesty principals were those of heroes, usually 
benign, though they were also cast as more malevolent protagonists. As 
discussed in Chapter 6.1.5, any personification of human vice tended to be 
cast en travestie. There is irony in such militarist personifications as, for 
example, 'Demon of War' (Entente Cordiale, Alhambra 1904) being played by 
a woman, but these roles were exceptions rather than the norm. Whatever
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the nature of their roles, the travesty performers were active in the sense 
that, as 'men', the characters they played were agents of the narrative. 
Whether they captured or rescued the female lead, captained the army, 
initiated the romance or arranged the seduction, they were able to 'do' 
rather than just to 'be'; to act rather than simply react. They tended to be 
cast not just in any male role, however. Women did not normally play 
elderly men, unattractive men or men who were fools or idiots. Since 
these tended to be comic and/or character parts they were taken by less 
'serious' character actors or dancers. It was as if women could only take on 
a male persona if the ideahsed masculine attributes of strength, virility and 
good looks were not undermined.
A line of 'boys' was an inevitable feature in the composition of the corps 
and these roles often went to older members of the company. This was not 
always the case, though sketches which show undoubtedly youthful 'boys' 
must be treated with circumspection. It would appear that all ages, 
including children, were cast in travesty roles and, as indicated by Symons' 
(1896) comment that some members of the cast did not know if they were to 
be boys or girls, there were no consistent rules on the casting of travesty 
roles in the corps."^ In both topical and traditional works the most common 
types of role were soldiers or fighting men of one kind or another. They 
also danced various ethnic groups to suit the subject matter of the exotic 
ballets and represented all kinds of young men in the topical works, from 
cricketers (The Snorts of England. Empire 1887) to costerboys (Round the 
Town. Empire 1892).
Although both principals and corps dressed as males the nature of their 
respective roles was very different due to their movement vocabularies. 
Visual sources which show the principal with the ballerina tend to depict 
the former either in some kind of dramatic gesture or acting as a 
supporting pillar. As Bedells says, the ballerina's work
was always solo, with the exception of an occasional poised
arabesque holding her lover's hand or shoulder; there were
no lifts in the pas de deux.
Bedells, undated mss., My Dancing Years
The non-dancing travesty lead employed the mime of the Italian school 
(see Ch.4.2.1). Her potency as a figure on stage not only came from her
195
capacity to be active in her role but also from the nature of that activity.
As suggested, by 'acting', albeit without words, the mime artist forwarded 
the narrative. Although the premières danseuses also used mime, for the 
travesty principal it was her only vocabulary. She did not dance, so all her 
gestures had almost literal meaning. Other devices, such as character 
dances and costume, indicated the story but it was the travesty performer 
who told it.5
The movement vocabulary of the 'boys' in the corps was the same as the 
corps generally and they fulfilled the same function: to provide a frame for 
the ballerina and to contribute to the kaleidoscopic spectacle (see Ch.5.2).
There is a paradox m that, because of their costume and general 
appearance, the travesty performers were equally as feminised as the 
women of the ballets. Such a conclusion can be drawn not from overt 
statements in written sources but from an imaginative placing of the 
travesty costume in its broader social context and by the way in which 
these performers were presented in visual sources. The costumes of the 
'boys' comprised variations on a theme of boots, tights and short tunics, and 
doublets or jerkins which were decorated to suit the roles. The principals 
wore the same but often with a longer tunic and/or the addition of a cloak.^ 
The most obvious feature of this costume was that it allowed the display of 
the full length of the female leg not only up to the top of the thighs but, if 
sketches can be believed, up to the hip joint. In addition, the waist was 
drawn up tightly, thus accentuating, even more so than with the costumes 
of the female performers, the hips, breasts and buttocks. Not only was 
more of the female body revealed but its silhouette was uncluttered. As 
mentioned in Chapter 2.1.3, Tillett's reading of the patriotic ballets at the 
Alhambra was that, among other functions, they served to allow the 
dancers to parade in 'bare essentials' of military costume which enabled 
them to reveal a 'substantial acreage' of their legs.7 Furthermore, 
according to Tillett, because of these 'bare essentials',
popularity was assured, and decorum more or less preserved 
but the sale of opera glasses, in the front row of the stalls as much 
as the back row of the gallery, received an extraordinary stimulus.
Tillett, 1982 p.7
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Such an observation in a secondary source needs to be treated with caution 
as it is as much a reflection of Tillett's writing style as of fact. However, it 
does demonstrate very clearly how secondary sources perpetuate the 
eroticised image of the performer.
Clarke and Crisp's comment that
the ladies of the corps dressed as soldiers - the combination of 
busby and silk tights was irresistibly funny
Clark and Crisp, 1981 p.235
is difficult to comprehend. No primary sources found to date indicate that 
this costuming was thought to be 'irresistibly funny'. It may have brought 
a smile to the faces of the male members of the audience, but this was hkely 
to be for reasons other than its comic aspect.
Although Tillett's and Clarke and Crisp's comments probably reflect 
present day perceptions on past events, primary visual sources present an 
undoubtedly eroticised image of the travesty performer. In programmes 
such as that used for the Alhambra in 1886, the bodies of the dancers, 
particularly their thighs, are drawn with relish. Photographs of travesty 
performers are rare but even these, although they cannot match the 
slender lines and accentuated curves of the artists' imaginations, are posed 
to draw attention to the female body.® Whether as principal mime or one of 
the dancing corps, any ambiguity in the femaleness of the image was also 
dispelled by other elements of the performer's attire. Visual sources show 
feminine hair styles and wigs. One example is a Christmas card of 
Wilhelm's design for a Mousquetaire (musketeer) who wears a tunic which 
reaches the top of her legs, red tights and carries a musket. Her hair is 
long, ending in plaits which are tied with ribbons (Theatre Museum 
archives). The one fault Bensusan found with On Brighton Pier (Empire
1894) prompted his question,
now, why will girls who dress as boys always wear girls' 
corsets and put on bracelets and rings ad nauseum?^
'S.L.B.', 1896a p.523
Davis claims in relation to actresses,
in the Victorian theatre, adult female performers were never
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sexless: sex was always apparent in gendered costume, whether 
through tights, breeches, skirts, corsetted silhouettes or headgear. 
Davis, 1991 p.ll4
Likewise, the travesty performer in the ballets, far from being sexless, was 
presented and perceived as quite the opposite. The following comment 
from a review of Zanfretta as Mephisto in Faust (Empire 1895) reveals this 
most clearly.
With her great, gleaming eyes and her insinuating movements 
...(she).,, looks calculated to 'play the Devil' not only with 'Faust' 
but with every male who allowed his eyes to dwell upon her 
dangerous charms even for a dozen seconds.
Jack-tn-the-Box, 1895
However, reviews of the principal travesty performers more commonly 
note the strength and power of their performance and photographs do not 
show the slender, youthful silhouette of the corps but far larger, stuj^y 
women. The 'male' attendants on Hippolyta (Titania. Alhambra 1895) are 
posed by the photographer with a solid, upright stance and their hands are 
on their waists or clasped in a suitable masculine pose. (Ulus. 8) Two sit on 
chairs rather than recline on the floor, as the coryphées do in a 
companion photograph.
As Bratton suggests in relation to male impersonators in the legitimate 
theatre,
a big voice and a commanding stage presence were at least as 
important as the twinkling legs and rounded backside. Maybe they 
were equally desirable ...
Bratton, 1987b p.l3
It would not be far-fetched to suggest that an older, larger woman playing 
comparatively powerful roles could also be as evocative of sexual fantasy as 
any more conventional feminised image.
The logic of an overtly female body and the attribution of female 
characteristics to a 'male' role, as in the review of Faust cited above, was not 
questioned in critical response to the ballets and no writers point to the 
incongruity of a romance' between two women. As Davis (1991 p.ll4) says, 
'the offence to dramatic logic was substantial but inconsequential, for 
sexuahty has its own dramatic logic.' Beerbohm completely missed the
MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
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point of the mherent logic unrelated to role or narrative but contingent on 
the audiences' perception of the essential female. Asserting that the 
failure of women to succeed in art was because 'creative power, the power 
to achieve ideas and execute them is an attribute of virihty: women are 
denied it', he attempts to prove his point.
Never does one understand so well the failure of women in art 
as when one sees them deliberately impersonating men upon the 
stage and, despite all their efforts, remaining, as tiiey always do, 
utterly and obviously feminine.
'Max', 1898 p.498
Beerbohm suggests, with some complex reasoning, that it is easier for men 
to adopt women's qualities than vice versa. However, in the music hall 
ballets as on the legitimate stage, such a 'failure' was not to do with 
women's incapacity to act or look hke men, but was a deliberate exposure 
and accentuation of the feminine.
Another perspective is offered by Garafola, who
cannot help thinking that the buxom travesty heroes of the 
Second Empire and subsequent decades flaunted an outrageous 
femininity to ward off the sapphism inherent in their roles.
Garafola, 1985/1986 p.39
The significance of placing two women in both a narrative and a 
movement relationship is interesting to contemplate. As indicated, a 
female 'hero' proved no barrier to dramatic logic but
dancing by its very nature is a physical as much as a symbolic 
activity. In the formalized mating game of the travesty pas de 
deux, two women touching and moving in harmony conveyed an 
eroticism perhaps even more compelhng than their individual 
physical charm.
Garafola, 1985/1986 p.39
In the music hall ballets, however, it would appear that there was little 
touching and even less moving in harmony than during the Romantic 
period which is the focus of Garafola's exposition. The travesty hero was a 
non-dancing role and any physical contact that existed between her and 
the ballerina appeared to be in the former's capacity as a pillar of support. 
There was not the physical intimacy of the traditional male-female pas de 
deux so Garafola's conclusion that
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the fantasy of females at play for the male eye is a staple of 
erotic literature ... Ballet's travesty pas de deux gave pubUc form 
to this private fantasy, whetting audience desire, while keeping 
safely within the bounds of decorum
Garafola, 1985/1986 p.39
needs to be treated with caution in relation to the music hall ballet. As 
discussed in Ch. 6.1.6, it would appear that erotic interplay between the 
travesty hero and the heroine was minimal.
7.2 CONCLUSION
The travesty dancer in the ballets not only presented a persona of her own 
but also contributed to the stage image of the ballerina. In her role as 
principal male in the ballets, like the actress in the theatre, she 
'impersonated young, vital and often heroic men in the prime of life. 
Unhke straight female roles, this permitted an actress to do things' (Davis, 
1991 p. 114). In the ballet, such a casting device also allowed ex-dancers to 
continue their stage careers, offered British women opportunities to take 
on principal roles and gave the performers the chance to develop and 
extend their dramatic skills.
However, 'donning male clothing did n o t ... mean assuming the powers and 
prerogatives that go with male identity' (Hanna, 1988 p.l26). Whether as 
principal or corps there was no question at all that the men and boys of the 
ballets were female. Yet, paradoxically, their roles were 'straight'; they 
offered no critique of masculinity but rather, in their guise as heroes, 
soldiers, pirates, aristocrats or men-about-town, they endorsed the ideahsed 
image of masculinity. However, though her roles were male, her physical 
image was female. Unlike the stage actress, she had no voice to give her 
away but her hair, costume and silhouette dispelled any ambiguity. Her 
movement vocabulary, whether the stylised marching in complex 
formations or the asexual mime of the Italian school, did nothing to subvert 
this femininity, hi the corps, she offered a display of legs and hips, an 
exposure of the female body totally at variance with social conventions. In 
her common guise as the military, some elements of sado-masochistic
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fantasy may have been e n a c t e d . ^  2  ^s principal, her non-dancing role was 
not in competition with the skills of the ballerina. As female partner to the 
ballerina, she also presented no threat to the males in the audience. They 
could place themselves in the position of the 'hero' not only as a man of 
action but also as romantic partner of the heroine. No real man came 
between them and the ballerina. The en travestie performer, eroticised 
herself, contributed to the image of the ballerina as sexually accessible to 
her audience, in fantasy if not in fact.
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CHAPTER 7 
NOTES
1. Cross-dressing in the theatre has received some analytical attention 
(see, for example, Bratton 1987b and Ferris 1990) but little has been 
written on the travesty role in the ballet. Nothing has been found to 
date which investigates its significance in the ballets of the music 
hall period.
2. Although Garafola's article is entitled The Travesty Dancer in 
Nineteenth Century Ballet', like many commentators on the ballet of 
this century she focuses, with one minor exception, on the period 
before the 1860s. Her concluding paragraph leaps to 1909 and the 
advent of the Ballets Russes. Again, a whole era of ballet history is 
overlooked.
See also Daly, 1987/8 pp.59-60 for a feminist perspective on the 
reasons for and result of the absence of men from the baUet stage 
during the Romantic period.
3. Women who played men's roles tended to be known as 'boys' as in, 
for example, the 'principal boys' of pantomime. This could be 
attributed to their youthful appearance or, as with the terminology 
'girls', reflect on their status.
4. A photograph of Entente Cordiale (Alhambra 1904 in anon. 1904c 
p.279) shows a group formation of young girls dressed as 
soldiers.
5. Zanfretta was reputed to have passed on over two hundred mime 
gestures to Ursula More ton (de Valois, 1959 p.96).
6. For more mature performers such as CavaUazzi, the wearing of a 
cloak may have added a little more dignity to her appearance.
7. TiUett is referring to the Union March in Victoria and Merrie 
England (Alhambra 1897).
8. Examples include two photographs of groupings from Entente 
Cordiale (as note 4)
9. It would be unusual for WUhelm, who designed his costumes down to 
the last detaU, to have allowed such incongruity of effect. However, 
historicaUy it was not unusual for dancers to wear personal jewelry 
on stage for such pubhc display of these possessions often denoted 
male patronage. For the corps of the music haU, it may have been an 
attempt to retain their individuality in the face of such coUective 
homogeneity.
10. This photograph makes a fascinating contrast with one of the 
female coryphées on the same page in which the lines of the 
grouping are far more sinuous and the gestures more overtly
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'feminine’ .
11. A rare photograph of a romantic relationship between principals is 
from Soldiers of the Queen (Alhambra 1900 in anon., 1900b p.504).
In it, Julia Searle is dressed as a Scottish Highlander in kilt and 
sporran. 'He' stands in a very mascuHne pose, with one hand on his 
waist holding a ceremonial sword and the other resting on a raised 
knee. 'He' stares directly out to the camera. Sitting by 'his' side the 
heroine is dressed in a long skirt, flounces and a large hat. She rests 
her arms on Searle's knee and gazes up to 'his' face. In dress and in 
posture they are stereotypically male and female. But any erotic, or 
even vaguely sensual, image is dispelled by the innocent urbanity of 
the pose. So conventional are the gestures, the photograph becomes 
almost caricature.
12. Bratton (1987b p.l3) suggests, with respect to male impersonators in 
the music halls that 'by the 1900s the sexual fantasies played out in 
these acts were extensive and varied. One of the favourite roles of 
the male impersonator was the soldier. In an elaborate uniform ... 
sadomasochistic overtones echoed the glittering dominance of the 
principal boy.'
PART IV
FANTASY AND REALITY
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PART IV
In Part IV of this study, an investigation is made of how the fantasy world 
produced by the ballets was reworked and circulated by those whose 
commentary created other forms of fantasy which contributed to the 
differentiated image of the dancer.
Chapter 8 explores the ways in which the dancer's image, as constructed in 
the ballets, was not only mediated but actively formed by writers who 
recorded their perceptions of the ballet in reminiscence, fiction, poetry 
and song. WhÜst these sources are not extensive, they indicate how the 
images were produced in a variety of forms of cultural discourse and 
circulated within a diverse market. These sources also add support, albeit 
from a different dimension, to the interpretations offered in Chapters 5, 6 
and 7 on the different facets of the dancer's image as presented in the 
ballets themselves.
The construction of the image of the dancer by the inter-relationship of 
both institutions and texts is telhngly revealed in the sphere of sexuality. 
Weeks (1981 p.lO) states that 'sexuahty is not a given that has to be 
controlled, it is a historical construct that has historical conditions of 
existence.'! The main argument presented in Chapter 9 is that, due to these 
'historical conditions', the sexual morahty of the dancer as performer and 
dancer as person were conflated. Moreover, regardless of conflicting 
contemporary opinions, this conflation has become reified in secondary 
source 'facts'. One primary source of evidence is from the dancers 
themselves. Minimal in quantity and self-interested in motivation, it is as 
biased as any source. It is, however, supported by other contemporary 
evidence and serves to present an alternative image of the moral life of the 
music hah dancer.
In Chapter 10, a summary is presented of the polarities and paradoxes 
inherent in the generahsed image of the dancer. The notion is posited that 
the fantasy world of the bahet directly contributed to the gendered image 
of the dancer as woman and private individual, and that the site of this 
image, made pubhc by the bahet, is the dancer's body. Furthermore, her
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body produced not one but two discourses, and it was in the polarised nature 
of these in which the sexual psyche of the era was embodied.
In this Part, the use of the seemingly oppositional terms 'fantasy' and 
'reahty' does not imply that there was only one truth, one reality, and that 
all else was illusion. As discussed in the Introduction to the study, the 
truths of the world depend upon who is seeing it. This terminology does 
indicate, however, that there was a dislocation between the 'facts' or 
actualities of the dancers and their working Uves and the manner in which 
these were perceived and recorded by others.
NOTE
1. See Foucault (1981) for a seminal text on the history of sexuahty.
CHAPTER 8 
IMAGES AND IMAGINATION
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8.0 INTRODUCTION
So attractive was the glamour of the ballet that this became personified in 
the image of the dancers produced by writing and fiction of the period. 
Some writers, however, were fascinated by the contradiction between this 
glamorous world and the more mundane reality behind the production of 
the ballets and this contrast became the source or subject matter of their 
work. Thus, the stereotypical images of the dancers were either endorsed 
and perpetuated or their lack of authenticity was revealed.
The world of the music hall attracted young writers and artists, particularly 
during the 1890s.
For the self-proclaimedly world weary and exhausted Decadents, 
it was the sheer vitality and colourfulness of working-class public 
life which drew them obsessively to music halls.
Hennegan in Teich and Porter, 1990 p.l97
As Sorell (1981 p.302) says, these artists and writers ’were caught by this 
music-haU hfe as if it were a world apart, which in many ways it was.' The 
'world apart' comprised not just the world of the working classes but also 
that of the stage itself. 1 Dijkstra comments in his analysis of the place of 
the stage performer in contemporary literature, that
actresses were ubiquitous. They served as heroines whose prurient 
potential was outstanding since, being associated with the stage, they 
were a self evident part of the sinful underbelly of turn-of-the 
century culture.
Dijkstra, 1986 p. 120
Dancers, specifically the ballet girls, were doubly attractive, for they 
represented the forbidden territory on the other side of class boundaries 
and also the enticing world behind the stage curtain.
The '90s poets wrote endlessly about dancers ... But they also 
enjoyed the dancers themselves and regularly fell in love with 
them.
Kermode, 1962 p.4
Verlaine, the French poet, made f r ^ u ^ t  visits to London and is reported to 
have said, 'I like to read Shakespear^^^but I prefer to see a ballet' (Beckson,
1977 p.l30). It was the social circle of the Rhymers Club which Verlaine 
encountered who were fascinated with the ballet girls and it was a member
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of this group, Arthur Symons, who wrote most evocatively about the ballet 
and most romantically about its performers.^
This Chapter examines literature from the perspective of an ordinary 
reader. The researcher cannot, in one sense, be an 'ordinary' reader, for 
there is obviously a constant critical perspective on all source material. 
However, an attempt can be made to see through the eyes of a 
contemporary reader yet, at the same time, maintain the necessary distance 
in order to comment on the relationship between the source and the 
reception of the source. In this respect, the written evidence examined in 
this Chapter is treated in the same manner as visual sources have been used 
throughout the study. That is, as there has been no attempt to analyse 
critically or to evaluate the pictures as artefacts themselves, except where 
they inform how the dances and the dancers were perceived by the artists, 
hterature and poetry are here used to examine what kinds of image they 
presented to the reading public. They are not, therefore, subject to formal 
textual analysis but are used for cultural rather than literary readings.^
8.1 PAINTED ANGELS: poetry, fiction and the eye of the writer
Arthur Symons was a poet, writer and critic and a central figure in the 
Rhymers Club. Symons himself recalls how he used to meet another of the 
members, Ernest Dowson, at a 'semi hterary tavern near Leicester Square, 
chosen for its convenient position between two stage doors' (Beckson, 1977 
p.83). The stage doors were those of the Alhambra and the Empire and the 
tavern was The Crown, where
it was the ballet girls' custom to meet The Rhymers ... after their 
performance and somewhat incongruously the group would
include the Rev. Stewart Headlam."^
Fletcher, 1960 p.54
Kermode notes that
Symons and his friends would meet the Alhambra girls after the 
show and take them along to The Crown for a drink and a serious 
talk, serious not because of what Symons called the learned fury of
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these 'maenads of decadence' but in a humbler way.
Kermode, 1962 p.4
The terminology that Symons used to describe the dancers, 'maenads of 
decadence', indicates both the style and the sentiment of his writing on the 
music hall. He was concerned with impressionist hterature, the aim of 
which, according to Stanford (1970 p .I l l)  was 'truth to the artistic eye 
rather than truth to reality.' Symons acknowledged the phenomenological 
nature of writing, 'an impressionist art ... (which)... owes its very existence 
to the eyes that see it' (Stanford, 1970 p.ll6). To Symons, seeking and 
trying to record beauty and sensation, impression was more important than 
verisimihtude. As the ballet traded on the purveyance of beauty in order to 
elicit sensation, it is no wonder that it held such sway over him.5
Symons contributed articles on the ballet to The Star and The Sketch. He 
also wrote at least one highly evocative piece for his own short-lived 
magazine. The Savov.  ^ Due to his literary profession and his personal 
enthusiasm, Symons was one of the few critics who was able to write about 
the ballet in a style that was, if overblown, at least unclichéd and with a 
content that was relatively informative. Compared with other critics of the 
time, his reviews and general writings on the ballet are as literary as his 
poems. Symons' general criticism has been drawn upon in previous 
chapters; it is the poems which appear in London Nights (1895) and his 
article in The Savov (1896) which are considered here, for in these his 
obsession with the dancers and the resultant image he shares with his 
readers are most clearly revealed.
London Nights is an anthology which includes five poems about the ballet 
and/or the dancers, one poem which is most probably so, plus others which 
had for their title or their subject matter the name of a particular ballet 
girl.7 In the introductory poem. Prologue, Symons sees the music hall as 
an allegory for his own life.8 To a Dancer reflects the wish or the illusion 
that a performer's eyes are solely for the writer in the audience; he sees 
'her eyes that gleam for me!' (1895 p.5) A similar sentiment is expressed in 
On the Stage, wherein the writer believes that in the dancer's eyes he can 
'know what memories. What memories and messages for me' (p.l5). Even in 
At the Stage Door, as the lover awaits his ballet girl, he sees the smile of
her heart to my heart, of her eyes to my eyes' (p.l6).
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The significance of the relationship between an artist's work and an 
artist's life is a problematic issue. What is of interest here is how the 
sentiments expressed in Symons' poetry are in accord with his perceptions 
of his real life experiences. He describes in his memoirs a visit to the 
Empire. During the ballet,
suddenly I saw a beautiful girl whose face was strange to me.
She was exotic, with passionate hps and eyes, magnetic. Then she 
... that is you ... fixed her eyes on mine without surprise, without 
hesitation. As if drawn by some instinct, your eyes fixed on mine 
at every turn you made as you danced with the others.
Symons in Beckson, 1977 p.l60
It is difficult to comprehend how a dancer on stage, particularly one in 
movement, can so consistently spot one face in the sea of the audience. 
However, it must be noted that Symons' autobiographical writings are as 
romantic, mystical and full of imagery as his poetry. Likewise, the same 
kind of relationship with the dancers, imagined or otherwise, appears in 
his critical writing:
and in my mind's eye I look from face to face along two lines, 
resting, perhaps, on a particular oval, out of which two great, 
serious eyes smile strangely.
'A.S.', 1893 p.301
What is of interest here, is the general impression the reader would gain of 
the ballet girl. In the poems of which the above are an example, she is cast 
entirely in the role of an existing or potential lover, whose mind and heart 
are with the man in the audience. Whether on stage during the 
performance, or at the stage door afterwards, she exists only in relation to 
the man; she performs for him alone. This personalised, self-referential 
perception of the dancer by the writer is also found in accounts of 
backstage at the ballet. Bensusan, writing about behind the scenes at Faust
(Empire 1895) describes how
every few minutes half a dozen pretty girls would rush to 
their dressing rooms to change, leaving me heart-broken, 
while another contingent would arrive in fresh costume, as
though to console me.
'S.L.B.', 1896a p.524
Scanlon and Kerridge (1988) in their analysis of the uses of dance in late 
Romantic literature, note that
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the forces ...(the dance)... allows to surface are potentially 
uncontrollable ... the long opposition between Puritanism 
and pleasure recurs in all these literary uses of dance.
Scanlon and Kerridge, 1988 p.43-44
Similarly, the writer could control the Dionysian forces of the dance and 
the concomitant sensuahty of the dancer by appropriating both not only 
through, but for, his own eyes.
In Symons' writings, particularly, the dancer is a woman of great 
sensuahty, the pivot of the sensual world of the ballet. This world suited 
Symons' aesthetic, his attempts to record and heighten sensation. Jackson's 
comment on the writer's romantic, quasi-mystical works was that
such poems are in many instances artificial to the extent that 
they are obviously the result of deliberately cultivated moods. 
Jackson, 1931 pp.112-113
The baUet girl is the target of his moods and her image as both sensual and 
sexual being is endorsed. Nevertheless, Symons was fully aware of the 
back-stage reality (as examined in Chapter 4.4) behind the on-stage 
fantasy:
The httle painted angels flit
See, down the narrow staircase, where 
The pink legs fhcker over it!
Blonde, and bewigged, and winged with gold.
The shining creatures of the air 
Troop sadly, shivering with cold.
'Behind the Scenes: Empire'
Symons, 1895 p.21
As his article in The Savov (1896 pp.75-83) reveals, it was this very illusion 
and artificiality which so fascinated Symons. His writing, whether fiction, 
poetry or journalism, perpetuates the glamour whilst acknowledging its 
artifice.
It was this very artifice which so attracted Symons to the dancers 
themselves. Without a doubt his interest was primarily in the performers, 
but it was not the stars, the ballerinas, about which he wrote, but the ballet 
girls. For Symons,
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as they dance, under the changing lights, so human, so remote, 
so desirable, so evasive, coming and going like the sound of a thin 
heady music which marks the rhythm of their movements, hke a 
kind of clinging drapery, they seem to sum up in themselves the 
appeal of everything in the world that is passing, and coloured, and 
to be enjoyed.
Symons, 1925 p.249
For Symons, as perhaps for so many men in the audience, these dancers 
were both human and remote, desirable but evasive. They represented the 
forbidden world of the stage, of sensuality and of sex.^
In no other writer's work is the hothouse atmosphere of the ballet evoked 
so lovingly, or the infatuation of the writer with the dancers revealed so 
clearly, as in the poetry, memoirs and critical writing of Arthur Symons. 
Other poets also wrote about the ballet, but in more objective tones. 'J.M.B.' 
(who Guest, 1992 p. 112 suggests might be J.M. Barrie) and Thomas Hardy 
both focussed on how the mass spectacle of the ballets obliterated the 
individuality of the dancers. As used in Ch. 4.2.3, Hardy wrote.
Though all alike in their tinsel hvery
And indistinguishable at a sweeping glance 
They muster, maybe 
As hves wide in irrelevance 
A world of her own has each one underneath
Detached as a sword from its sheath.
'The Ballet'
Hardy in Gibson (ed), 1976 p.492
'J.M.B.'s poem, in which he describes the corps of angels in Faust 
(Alhambra 1895), opens
A crystal stair, and in the air 
The angels hover round
and closes
No more those angels deck the sky - 
Those angels hail from Peckham Rye, 
From Bow or Kentish Town
'J.M.B.', 1896 p.524
It is not surprising that such a different unage of the dancer should be 
prof erred by writers whose literary aesthetic and personal involvement
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was so very different from Symons. Another writer who took a more 
detached, even cynical view of the dancer was Arnold Bennett. In his 
Journals for 1899, he describes the performance of the ballerina in 
terminology such as:
she hid herself in a labryinth of curves which was also a tremour 
of strange tints, a tantalizing veil, a mist of iridescent light. ^ 0 
Bennett, 1971 p.5 6
Such sensuous imagery does not extend to the dancer as person. As she 
takes her curtain call,
what domination in her face, what assurance of supreme power!
It was the face of one surfeited with adoration, cloyed with praise. 
While she was humouring us with her fatigued imperial smiles ... 
Bennett, 1971 pp.56-57
It was as if, beguiled at first, Bennett then had to detach himself from the 
powerful and confident stage presence of the ballerina.
Such ambivalence is reflected in George Bernard Shaw's novel, Immaturitv 
(1930) in which he describes a visit made by his hero to the Alhambra. 
Although the novel, which was actually written in 1879, predates the period 
of this study and, unlike the above extract from Bennett, is fictional rather 
than autobiographical, it similarly records how the seductive image of the 
dancer on stage is undermined by a condemnation of her personal 
qualities.il Smith, the hero, has fallen in love with the ballerina during 
the course of one performance. Again, the relationship is between the 
dancer and one man in the audience: 'at one moment he fancied he caught 
her eye, and that she was conscious of his presence' (p.74). The next day, 
ashamed of his infatuation, he demohshes the object of his love by 
counting out the faults of her character which logically stem from her 
profession:
In order to preserve her gymnastic skills she must pass hours 
every day in practice which has not one element of mental 
improvement in it. Therefore she must be utterly ignorant 
and narrow minded.
Shaw, 1930 p.76
She also, without the disguise of her make up, must be coarse looking and 
due to the length of her career, 'pretty old'. Finally, her profession is a
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guarantee of her low origin and indifferent character' (p.77). The hero 
later retracts his character assassination and in order to legitimise his 
infatuation, justifies to himself both dancer and dancing profession. A 
woman friend of his is less impressed with his protestations that 'dancing is 
a fine art':
'Nonsense!' said the dressmaker. 'It is a pretty thing for a girl to 
know, but not to get her Hving by, or to do before a crowd of people 
without being decently dressed. I'm sure no woman who respected 
herself would do such a thing.'
Shaw, 1930 p.82
The internal debate the hero had with himself typifies the ambivalence 
with which the dancer was perceived (see also note 9). Not only are her 
looks censured but her vacuity of mind is assumed (see Ch.5.3 for examples 
of this facet of the dancers' image in critical reviews of the ballets.) The 
dressmaker's comment also encapsulates another concern. The dancer is 
not decently dressed and, therefore, not respectable. (For a similar 
accusation, see Ch.9.1 on Laura Ormiston Chant's testimony for the London 
County Council Licensing Committee.) Thus, out of the mouths of Shaw's 
characters are revealed differing attitudes of men and women towards the 
dancer and her profession.
One author who presented the world of the ballet both reahstically and 
sympathetically was Compton Mackenzie. In his novel Carnival (1912; 1929) 
the heroine, Jenny, becomes a ballet girl at the Orient Palace of Varieties. 
This theatre was based on the Alhambra and Mackenzie's descriptions of 
the conditions, working hfe, habits and customs of the ballet and its 
participants appear to be authentic.^ ^  Carnival, and its sequel. Figure of 
Eight (1936) together present an evocative picture of the world of the 
ballet. In them, Mackenzie describes the bahet girls neither as glamorous 
nor as totaUy moraUy blameless but he is sympathetic to the harshness of 
their lives and uncensorious of their inevitably thwarted aspirations.
The Orient stifled young life. The Corps de Bahet (sic) had the 
engulfing character of conventual vows. When a girl joined it, 
she cut herself off from the world ... in a few ye^s she would 
inevitably be pale with the atmosphere, with grinding work and 
late hours. She would find it easy to buy cheap spirits in the 
canteen underneath the stage. She would stay in one line, it seemed
for ever^3
Mackenzie, 1929 pp.138-139
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Mackenzie's description makes stark contrast with Symons' (1896) 
somewhat jolly, rose-tinted view of the community of dancers.
In Carnival the reaction of the heroine's aunt to the news that Jenny may 
go on the stage, again reflects the concern with moral respectability.
'A ballet-girl? Are you mad, Florence? Why,what a disgrace...
An actress? better put her on the streets at once.'
Mackenzie, 1929 p.76
Yet Mackenzie presents another view of the ballet girls from that expressed 
by the aunt. In view of the evidence presented in Chapter 9 it is one which 
would seem more accurate in relation to the actual hves of the great 
majority of dancers. He relates how the 'stage door johnnies' who 'often 
regarded the ladies of the bahet as easy prey' were misled in their 
perceptions, for the dancers,
were independent of masculine patronage ... They might desire 
applause over the foothghts, but under the moon they were free 
from the necessity for favour. They had, with ah its incidental 
humihations, the self-respect which a great art confers.
Mackenzie, 1929 p.l41
Mackenzie continues with a description of how the appeal and apparent 
sensuality of the bahet girls on stage contrasted with their real selves at 
the stage door. It is this contrariety which is at the heart of the double 
image of the dancer, in fiction as in life.
8.1.1 Carnal lust: the dancer and pornography
Although some of the sources discussed in this Chapter refer to the general 
term 'dancers', the interest of the majority of writers is directed at the 
bahet girls. The one glaring exception to this is a novel, Crissie (anon., 
1899a). This erotic, not to say pornographic, work gives a graphic account 
of the back-stage seductions of bahet girls, seductions in which they are 
portrayed as complicit. Interestingly, it is the only source found to date in 
which the moral image of a baherina is not only tainted but positively 
destroyed.
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The novel is set at the Pandora Palace of Varieties in Leicester Square. Its 
heroine, the ballerina Crissie Cazarotti, is known as the Pandora Prostitute. 
She is described thus:
Lust, stark, carnal lust, was the predominant characteristic of 
her disposition, and for the gratification of this there was no 
depth of moral degradation to which she would not descend, 
anon., 1899a p.l04
Unlike the fiction of Mackenzie, the novel lacks verisimilitude or any 
credibility as a portrayal of actual events. There appears to have been an 
attempt to give the publication some authentic status for, whilst no author 
is acknowledged, it is published by 'The Alhambra'. However, it is highly 
doubtful that these pubhshers were the Alhambra theatre. The text does 
not specify 'Alhambra Palace of Varieties' and, more significantly, it is 
very unhkely that the theatre management, who so zealously guarded the 
reputation of the venue and the performers, would have allowed such a 
scurrilous publication.
The moral image of the dancer is discussed in Chapter 9. Suffice to note 
here that, although the events and people in Crissie are fictional, there is 
clearly an attempt to locate the narrative in an actual venue, the 
Alhambra. The connection between the dancers in that venue and back­
stage sexual activity is indisputable. It is the dancers of the music hah 
ballet who serve as the vehicle for the writer's pornographic 
imagination.14
8.2 VIEWS OF THE AUDIENCE
Two examples of other types of commentary on the bahet, a painting and. a 
popular song, encapsulate the image of the dancer. The painting of Thg 
Alhambra (1908) is by Frederick Spencer Gore.^^ a few rows of occupants 
of the front stahs are shown, looking up to the blur of colour which is the 
activity on stage. About three rows from the front, a man in a dmner suit 
holds binoculars up to the stage. The narrative inherent in this gesture 
epitomises the audience-performer relationship and the currency of that 
relationship, the dancer's body. A similar sentiment is expressed in a
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popular song, which also encapsulates many of the aspects of the dancers' 
image addressed, in previous chapters.
I'm a very strong admirer of the ballet and thseplay 
But I haven't told the missus up to now!
And to watch the fairies dancing L pass may (s3ii) i am houir away,
But I haven't told the missus up to now!
When I see their graceful attitudes with love Vmi bumiiig hot;
And when the angels flap their wings, they masttimfcomthe spot,
And I feel as if I'd hke to go at once and kiss the lbh
But I haven't told the missus up to now!
Cornell, 1887
Reference to the ballet in a popular song, a phenomenon barely 
conceivable today, testifies to its place in popular culture. In this song the 
man in the audience is depicted as voyeur and, as such, his interest is not in 
the dance itself but in the dancers. His interest is sexual. His feeling that 
he'd 'like to go and kiss the lot' suggests the dancers' accessibiUty and their 
amenability to his attentions. Fairies, angels, or otherwise, they are still 
women and kissable. His confession that he 'hasn't told the missus up to
now' reveals the disreputable image of the ballet. Such a visit, in 1887, was
not an outing for a married man. In keeping his penchant a secret from 
his wife, he kept his two worlds, his pubhc and private morality, separate. 
At the ballet he could indulge his fantasies, fantasies which were not only 
of time and place, natural and supernatural, but of the women who 
constituted that world.^^
8.3 CONCLUSION
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 examined how the subject matter, roles, dancing and 
visual presentation of the ballets produced certain images of the 
performers. The predominant production value of the ballets was spectacle 
and both premières danseuses and corps were constituent features of that 
spectacle. In fiction, unUke in criticism generally, the wnter could afford 
to explore the world of the dancer without confining himself to the actual 
Stage event. It was, however, the happenings on the stage which 
determined how the writer perceived the dancers as women. The glamour, 
sumptuousness and sensuality of the ballets were attributed by Symons to
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the performers themselves, and his writings endorse the image of the 
dancer as sexual being (see also Ch.9). Mackenzie, writing for a popular 
market in a reahst mode, and therefore totally at odds with Symons' 
aesthetic stance, refutes this image. 'J.M.B.' and Hardy, each in a single 
poem explore the contrast between the allure of the dancers as performers 
and the mundane reahty of their personal lives. In Shaw's novel, as in 
Symons' memoirs, his hero encapsulates the dilemma of the thinking man 
in relation to the ballet and its executants. Seduced by both, the hero's 
intellect had to work on his emotion; sense had to be appUed to sensibility. 
Fascination with all that was forbidden had to be tempered with reason, or 
the man himself would be demeaned. In popular song, the realities of the 
performers' hves, their age or marital status, their working conditions, the 
backstage hardship, all count for nought. The music hah context of the 
performance, the symbolic codes of the ballet itself and the instrument of 
the dancer's profession, her body, ah conspired to locate the identity of the 
dancer as sexual.
The ballerina, isolated and idealised on stage, was not generahy the subject 
of fiction or poetry except as the object of remote fantasising. 
Unsurprisingly, the en travestie performer does not feature in any of these 
sources. The ballet girls were of more interest to writers, either because of 
the sharper contrast between their personal and professional hves or 
because of their apparent personal accessibility. Therefore, both fictional 
and 'factual' writing compounded the contrasting unages of baherina and 
ballet girl which the ballets themselves constructed. These antithetical 
images are revealed even more telhngly in an exammation of the morality 
of the bahets and the concomitant personal morahty of the performers.
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CHAPTER 8 
NOTES
1. See Fletcher (1960) for a discussion on the music hall as a Symbolist 
image of the unity of social class.
2. The Rhymers Club was 'a group of people that met regularly at the
Cheshire Cheese in Fleet Street for two or three years, from 1891, to 
read poetry. Members and associates included Yeats ...(and)... Arthur 
Symons. It pubhshed two collections of verse, 1892 and 1894'
(Drabble, 1985 p.824). See Stanford (1965) for a critical examination 
of the work of the poets of the Club. Yeats (1955 pp. 165-171 gives an 
'inside account' of the Club.
3. Studies of the place of dance m hterature include Priddin (1952) on 
French hterature; Scanlon and Kerridge (1988) on the uses of dance 
in late Romantic hterature, particularly the work of Yeats and Wilde, 
and Kinkead-Weekes (1992) on D.H. Lawrence and the dance. A 
detailed textual analysis of the symbolism of dance in the work of 
Symons and Yeats is undertaken by Fletcher (1960).
4. Headlam's campaign for elevating the status of ballet is discussed in 
Chapter 9. It is of interest that his work led him to mix with the 
performers at The Crown tavern.
5. On a personal rather than artistic level, Beckson (1977 p.l), in his 
introduction to Symons' memoirs, notes that the music hall dancers 
'provided Symons with a release from his strict Wesleyan 
upbringing.' Symons reveals his own fascination with the ballet in 
these memoirs.
6. The Savov was pubhshed monthly in 1896 and ran for eight editions 
only.
7. Poems which refer directly to the ballet are Prologue: To a Dancer: 
Nora on the Pavement: On the Stage: At the Stage Door and Behind 
the Scenes: Empire. In Renée the exact context is unspecified but it 
would appear to be set at the stage door. Symons later changed a 
section in the anthology entitled Lilian to Violet. This was a 
reference to Violet Pigott, the first ballet girl with whom he had an 
affair (Beckson, 1977 p.261).
8. In an article written in 1898 entitled The World as Ballet Symons 
similarly offers his reasons why 'how fitly then in its very essence, 
does the art of dancing symbolize hfe' (Symons, 1925 p.250).
9. Symons' attitudes to the ballet would make an interesting topic for 
further discussion from a psychoanalytical perspective. Mixed with 
his fascination was also a sense of disgust, as evidenced by his 
memoirs of Violet, a bahet girl with whom he had a relationship (see 
note 7). He recaUs an evening spent with her and her friends from 
the stage with 'horror, mixed with disgust' (Symons in Beckson, 1977
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p.ll4). The bare flesh displayed on and off stage by the dancers, 
extolled in his poetry, eventually became to him 'the sign of 
degeneration.' The fictional dilemma of Shaw's hero, discussed later 
in this Chapter, is played out in real life in Symons' ambivalence.
10. Guest (1992 p.U7) suggests that the occasion was one of Cerri's 
performances at the Empire.
11. Shaw was a frequent visitor to and often wrote on the
ballet. His own opinions would appear to colour the description of 
the fictional ballet seen by his hero. Holroyd (1988 p.l06) suggests 
that the dancer in Immaturitv was, in fact, Pertoldi, a première 
danseuse at the Alhambra. It is unclear as to whether Shaw ever had 
a relationship with Pertoldi, for although his notebooks for 1876 state 
'inauguration during the year of the Terpsichorean episode', Holroyd 
claims that Shaw's relationships with women at this time 'appear to 
have been romances of the mind.'
12. For example, it is interesting to read Mackenzie's account (1929 p.l38) 
of conditions in the ballet girls' dressing room 'where the inspectors 
of the L.C.C. presumably never penetrated' in conjunction with a 
letter written to the London County Council which described and 
complained about those very facilities (LCC/MIN/10,770, 5 August 
1911).
13. 'One line' refers to the lines of dancers on stage. See Chapter 4.1 for 
further explanation.
14. See Davis (1989) for 'The Actress in Victorian Pornography'.
15. An exhibition catalogue produced by the Arts Council of Great 
Britain (1955) lists eight paintings by Gore of the Alhambra and/or 
the ballet. See Amaya (1962) for an account of Gore's paintings of the 
Alhambra ballet. Sickert was interested in the music halls in 
general; see Baron (1973 Ch.III Mainly Music Halls)
16. This song is also used by Davis (1991 p.l42) but for a different 
purpose.
17. Similar sentiments are expressed in a song entitled Oh, the.Fairies. 
Pubhshed in 1879, it teUs the tale of a 'feUow round town' who 
becomes infatuated with a dancer in the pantomime ballet:
He sat in a trance 
When he saw them dance 
As they hurdled around thro' the show;
And then his eye set 
Upon a brunette 
Who was knocking them in the front row.
When he saw her jump 
His heart gave a thump 
And his senses went all ting-a-ling 
Oh! yes you are right 
He's there ev'ry night ^
In the daytime you can h ^  him sing:
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(CHORUS) Oh, the fairies, whoa, the fairies,
Nothing but splendour and feminine g ^ d e r.
Oh, the fairies, whoa, the fairies,
Oh, for a wing of a fairy queen.
Words: T.S. Lonsdale
Music: W.G. Eaton
(in Gammond, 1983 pp.52-53)
Although the song relates to the ballet in pantomime, the notion of 
the man in the audience possessing the dancer on stage and 
somehow bringing her 'down to earth' by dispossessing her of her 
wings, her symbol of 'otherness', endorses the points nmde in this 
Chapter and in Part fH of this study. (This song^ apparently^ is now 
sung regularly at meetings of The Player's Theatre, London)
CHAPTER 9 
PREJUDICIAL TO PUBLIC MORMIITY
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9.0 INTRODUCTION
'Decadent' is a term much applied to the fin de siècle; the 'gay nineties' or 
'naughty nineties'. The 'naughtiness' in this context apphed not to the 
alleged vices of the working class but to the public flirtation with 'vice' 
engaged in by an intellectual, artistic and aristocratic elite. It was, 
suggests Neill, a period characterised by 'irresponsibility, exoticism and 
craving for excess' due to
the outbreak of the instincts which had been repressed by the 
constraint of the Victorian period; a natural reaction against the 
top-heavy moral standards of an age which had been stirred by 
many ferments but had remained unanimous in its exterior 
observances.
Neill, 1964 p.276
Decadence is also associated with certain movements in the visual and 
literary arts. In both its general and specific contexts it indicates a 
subversion of convention and morahty, particularly sexual morality. Even 
the music hall has been described as decadent, which appears at odds with 
its fundamental political conservatism. However, throughout its history 
music hall had been associated with prostitution, an association which 
appeared to be almost legitimised in the promenades of the larger palaces 
(see Ch.3.4). In addition, as Davis (1991) points out, the geographic location 
of the major theatres and halls in the sexual street market of London’s West 
End and the common depiction of the 'actress' in pornographic hterature, 
gave these venues an erotic ambiance. Such an ambiance was fostered by 
the acts themselves in which many of the songs, dialogue and repartee 
were based on innuendo, a device used as much by women performers as by 
men. At a time when the work of Sigmund Freud and Havelock Elhs was 
stih unknown in Britain, any reference to sex and related matters was 
risque. This taint of sex, particularly in the context of Victorian morality, 
was one of the major attractions of the hahs. The bahet did not escape 
charges of immorahty in two inter-related respects; in relation to the 
performances and to the personal hves of the performers. The attack on 
the bahets themselves came, most pubhcly, from the Ormiston Chant 
campaign.
One of the results of the late Victorian preoccupation with vice was a spate 
of morahty campaigns.  ^ Laura Ormiston Chant, whose case against the
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Empire is discussed in Chapter 3.4, is presented in most sources as an 
interfering prude. However, as Levine (1987 p.l51) points out in relation to 
women reformers generally. Chant's actions could be construed as an 
example of women's 'new found strength and abihty to challenge publicly 
issues confined either to a private morality or to the male world.' In the 
light of this perspective Chant could be seen as one of those women who 
'effectively highlighted the moral contradictions inherent in their 
society.' In this Chapter, this possible reading is apphed to Chant's 
objections to the bahet itself.
The conflation of her professional hfe and her personal morahty was the 
fate of any woman who appeared on the stage. In the Victorian period 
particularly, when women led very far from pubhc hves, the exposure of 
the dancer's body for such pubhc scrutiny would have compounded that 
association.
In an age when the paradigm of womanhood was the humble 
obedient wife, mother or sister of some man, a woman who 
flagrantly displayed herself in the theatre was anathema.^
Hohedge, 1981 p.7
Ever since Biblical times, dance in Western, Christian society 'came under 
ecclesiastical disapproval because of its pagan associations' (Bottomley,
1979 p.l25). Its associations were not only pagan but also sexual, for 'with 
its multisensory stimulation ... the dancing body calls attention to sexuality' 
(Hanna, 1988 p.l23). Moral laxity was not only associated with the activity 
of dancing but also with the performers themselves and 'female dancers, 
on the pubhc stage, were thought to be part of the demimonde or echelons 
of prostitution' (Hanna, 1988 p.l24).^
However, this generalised claim, often made in dance historiography (see 
section 9.2) is unsubstantiated when a closer examination is made of the 
contrasting images of the baUerinas and the bahet girls within the moral 
context of the music hah period. In broad historical terms, the music hall 
bahet was rooted in the Victorian era and spanned the transitional 
Edwardian age, when old and new values merged or clashed and when 
extreme propriety met with questionable morahty. Marriage was 
sanctified and prostitution was rife and for the man who frequented the 
promenades of the Alhambra and the Empire in search of female sexual
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services, full dinner dress was de rigueurA These polarisations were not 
unique to but were more pronounced in the Victorian and Edwardian age, 
for 'the cultural leaders of the years around 1900 much preferred the 
depiction of a simple world of dualistic absolutes' (Dijkstra, 1986 p.393). 
These absolutes were manifest in two oppositional images of women, the 
Madonna and the Magdalen, and the 'distinction previously seen as 
residing in all women ... now sharpening a distinction between women' 
(Bland, 1981 p.59). As discussed by Nead (1988) the reasons for and 
manifestations of the polarisation of sexuality imphcit in these and similar 
images are complex.^ This Chapter explores the relationship between these 
symbolic opposites and the representations of women in the music hall 
ballet.
9.1 HIGH KICKS OR HIGH ART: the moral image of the ballet
In the context of high Victorian society, it is hardly surprising that the 
ballets were a cause for moral consternation. Letters written to the London 
Council Council (LCC) Licensing Committee, who were responsible for the 
granting or withholding of licences for places of pubhc entertainment, 
reveal the nature of public concern. The Rev. C. Copeland Smith of the 
'West End Mission - Men's Social Department' complained about the costume 
and the actions in the bahet L'amour (Alhambra 1906). He suggested that it 
was
the dehberate intention of the management to present a 
suggestive and sensual entertainment ... the whole tone and 
conception of the 'turn' is prejudicial to pubhc morahty.
LCC/MIN/10,770, 17 September 1906
This letter is of interest because, hke Ormiston Chant, the writer blames not 
the executants of the bahets but the management who stage them. A 
similar sentiment is expressed in a letter signed by 'Comic Singer who 
worked in the profession and, it can be surmised, performed at the 
Alhambra. The tone of the complaint can be gleaned from the foUowlng 
extract, even though some of the handwriting in the original letter is 
indecipherable.
And who is responsible for the studied indecency of the costumes
226
as exhibited in 'Enchantment' and 'Antiope'? ... the thing was 
introduced to please the ... men frequenters of the ... a class of 
men who use the place nightly.
LCC/MIN/10,769, 14 October 1889
Although the Inspectors' reports on the venues concerned themselves with 
matters of building regulations, fire exits, etc. it is evident that they were 
aware of other complaints. One report mentions that in the ballet Oriella 
(Alhambra 1891),
some 80 -100 persons took part in the performance. I saw nothing 
in the dancing that I considered suggestive or to which exception 
could be taken and the dresses or costumes were of the character 
usually provided in the ballet.
LCC/MIN/10,769, 5 December 1891
The vahdity of these complaints about the ballets cannot be adjudicated, for 
such a judgement depends on the moral perspective which is adopted.
There were two campaigns, one against and one for the ballets, which 
reveal how the complexity of the debate is compounded by the possible 
motivations of the protagonists.
The social reformer Laura Ormiston Chant mounted a two-pronged attack 
on the Empire. Firstly, on the grounds that the promenade harboured 
prostitution (see Ch.3.4) and secondly, that the ballets on stage were 
indecent. She asserted that the two works seen by her. The Girl I Left 
Behind Me (1893) and La Frolioue (1894),
seemed to be for the express purpose of displaying the bodies 
of women to the utmost extent. There is not the least attempt to 
disguise that which common sense and common decency requires 
should be hidden.
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.58
Her main source of contention appeared to be the wearing of flesh coloured 
tights which gave the impression of no tights at all, short skirts, monks 
who transformed into scantily clad cavahers and
one central figure, as it were, in flesh coloured tights, who wears 
a light gauzy kind of dress and when she comes to the front of the 
stage it is as though the body of a naked woman were simply
disguised with a film of lace.
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.58
Not only the costumes but the actions of the bahet disturbed her.
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There is also a dancer who dances in black silk tights, with a black 
lace dress ...(who)... gathers up all her clothing in the face of the 
man before whom she is dancing and stretches up her leg, and kicks 
him upon the crown of his head.^
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.58
The significant point about these accusations, hke the dialectic of many 
Victorian reformers, is the recognition of a moral double standard:
it is the motive at the back of it ah, and the obvious suggestiveness 
which makes the thing evil ... the whole question would be solved 
if men, and not women, were at stake.
Chant in anon., 1894 p.3
It was not the prostitutes in the promenade or the performers on the stage 
to whom Chant directed her attack but to male manipulation of them, 
though imphcit in her testimony is the assumption that these women could 
not be expected to know any better.
If it should be said that these poor girls who act in the bahet and 
are thus shamelessly exposed, do not mind it, I say that a civihzed 
community is not to take its standard of decency from those who 
to begin with are not in a position to hold the highest.
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.59
Chant's attacks are directed to the dominant patriarchal systems and 
attitudes. A speech she made ten years before the Empire campaign would 
seem to endorse this interpretation. Addressing the Annual Meeting of the 
Social Purity Alliance, she denounced the 'music hahs and theatres, where 
every attraction woman possessed is pressed into that side which tends to 
evh and sorrow' (Chant, 1883). In her pubhcation Why We Attacked the 
Empire (1895) she accuses the music hah directors and shareholders of 
exploitation for financial gain.
Chant's case against the bahet itself also needs to be seen in a contextual 
hght. Although she stated in her testimony to the London County Counch, 
in which she contests the renewal of the Empire's hcence,
I do not come before you as one who objects to dances or objects 
to theatres. I love these things, and because I love them I want other
people to love them as weh as I do
Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.59
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she was undoubtedly disturbed by what she saw on stage. In an era when 
women were clothed from head to foot, when ankles were erogenous zones, 
the sight of even a simulated bare leg would have been shocking. What is 
interesting to consider is how different sources have construed her 
motivation. She was ridiculed by her opponents (Stuart and Park, 1895 
p.l95) for her ’Purity Cant Crusade' (Glover, 1913 p.l43) and secondary 
sources continue to reinforce the 'do-gooder' image (for example, Pearsall, 
1983 pp.339-340). In almost none of the primary or secondary material on 
the Chant campaign is any recognition or endorsement given to her side of 
the debate. A feminist reading of her statements, however, reveals that, 
even allowing for the complex motivations of the Victorian social purity 
campaigners, she had women's interests at heart. Her accusations were 
directed at the way dancers were presented in the ballets and, as such, 
could be seen as a defence of the women themselves.^
The level of opprobrium to Chant herself was such that the motivation of 
her attackers could be called into question for the vehemence of this attack 
reflects as much on them as on their target. There were poUtical interests 
invested in the music halls but, on reading accounts of the Chant 
campaign, a sense of outrage can be discerned which may be interpreted as 
a male response to female intervention in their world.® If women in the 
promenade were there to bring pleasure to men, then so were the women 
on stage. Any attack on the visual image presented by the latter interfered 
with the direct line of the gaze from male audience to female performer.
A social reformer who exphcitly defended the dancers but, unUke Chant, 
also defended the ballets, was the Rev. Stewart Headlam. Headlam was an 
enlightened Church of England clergyman, a sociaUst and an unorthodox 
Christian (Ellman, 1988 p.438).^ Mentioned by Flitch (1912 p.64) as the 
only writer to take the ballet seriously, he wrote frequently in its defence.
In a long extract from an evening newspaper reprinted in The Stage, 
Headlam makes an impassioned case for the respectabihty of the ballet at 
the Alhambra.
I am bold to assert that any candid person, looking roimd the 
crowded house any night will not dare to say that the ballets corrupt 
the men at all; on the contrary, they will see ito)ughout a large 
proportion of the house, men and women healthily enjoymg
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healthy, beautiful, artistic work.
Headlam, 1886 p.l7
This crusading Reverend came into conflict not only with the Church but 
with the Ormiston Chant campaign and also, in open critical warfare, with 
George Bernard Shaw. Shaw attacked Headlam and his Guild several times 
in his inimitably caustic m a n n e r .
Headlam's pleas for the ballet to be considered as a legitimate art form give 
clear evidence of how it was perceived otherwise. His objectives for the 
Church and Stage Guild, which he formed in 1879, were not only to defend 
the theatre but also its practitioners, to 'break down the prejudice against 
theatres, actors, music hall artists, stage singers and dancers' (Bettany,
1926 p. 101). In the context of the Church, Headlam had much prejudice to 
fight against. As Bettany relates, after Headlam had recognised two 
communicants as dancers,
they implored him not to let other church attendants know how 
they made their living, because if the nature of their work were 
once known they would be cold-shouldered in the church.
Bettany, 1926 p.28
Headlam's special interest was the ballet girls, an interest which caused the 
disapprobation of other Guild members.
To some extent the hmitation of his Guild was brought about 
by his special interest in ballet, and his desire to befriend those 
stage performers who were most exposed to attack - the dancers 
at the Empire and the Alhambra. Against no stage artist was the 
charge of immorahty so lightly and recklessly urged.
Bettany, 1926 p.103
Headlam defended the dancers against these charges of immorality but 
what is not clear is the extent to which he implicitly accepted them, and 
wished to save or rescue the dancers from possible falls from grace, a 
common aim of social reformers. Whatever his motivations, his defence of 
the ballet and of the dancers caused him to lose his parish (Bettany, 1926 
p.44) and was one reason for the demise of the Church and Stage Guild. 
Actors and actresses who resigned in protest at the increasing number of 
dancers in the Guild were obviously anxious to protect the growing status 
of their own profession. The dancers not only lowered the social class level 
of membership but also, apparently, its moral tone. Headlam himself
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perceived that the 'respectable' members 'were disappointed because he did 
not carry on more of a religious mission among such chorus girls and 
members of the ballet as joined the Guild'(Bettany, 1926 p.103).
It is probable that the Rev. Headlam's special interest in the dancers as 
individuals was based on complex motivations but his passion for the ballet 
was sincere. His own stated aim was set out in the preface to his 
republication of Blasis' 1828 treatise:
My chief object in producing this book is to enable the public 
to understand better than they do at present how difficult the art 
of dancing is, and so to induce them to appreciate more fully the 
Dancers and their work.
Headlam, 1888 Preface.
Perhaps, in order to raise the status of the ballet, Headlam had to improve 
the disreputable moral image of its performers. What his own words and 
actions do indicate is that it was an image firmly entrenched not only in 
the Church, as might be expected, but in the theatrical profession itself.
9.2 SEX AND SEWING: the moral image of the dancer
The inevitable problem when examining an issue such as 'immorality' is 
discerning what counted as immoral in the particular cultural climate and, 
when considering evidence, disentangling the different interpretations of 
events. A historian needs to consider the ideological, social and, in the 
following case, economic stance of the 'witnesses' making the testimony. 
Furthermore, undated primary testament referred to in secondary sources 
needs close examination when taken as evidence to ensure that the 
perception of a situation in one historic period is not ascribed to another.
An example of the above problems of historical research which is 
particularly pertinent to the question of the moral image of the dancer is 
as follows. The Alhambra possessed an underground canteen where the 
cast, who were not allowed out of the theatre between performances, went 
for refreshment. According to a contemporary writer named Ewing
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Ritchie, who was a temperance reformer (Nead, 1988 p.l69), members of 
the audience were able to infiltrate the canteen. There,
looking tlmough a haze of tobacco smoke, you will see some 
forty or fifty ballet girls standing chatting or seated in company 
with their male admirers.
Ritchie (undated) in Scott, 1977 p.155
In a telling comment which reveals how stage and private persona were 
conflated, Ritchie suggests how the glamour of the stage transformed the 
dancers.
As a rule, the difference between her and other girls of the 
same rank of life is that she looks a little more shabby, and 
that her clothes are a trifle dirtier; but in the canteen she appears 
in her conventional dress as she is displayed on the stage with 
flashing eye and beauteous form.
Ritchie (undated) in Scott, 1977 p.155
The result of this 'flashing eye' is, according to Ritchie,
if she is virtuous she cannot be expected to remain so for 
long, as the Canteen is opened up for the convenience of 
herself and her admirers.
Ritchie in Scott, 1977 p.155
The management of the Alhambra responded to this and other attacks 
which suggested that they connived in facilitating contact between 
dancers and audience:
There exists, despite all that has been said or written by ignorant 
or spiteful critics to the contrary, an exceedingly well-conducted 
Apartment, where, at a reduced Tariff, the whole of the Staff are 
accommodated with the refreshments which their frequently 
painful labours create a demand for. This snuggery is under 
the perpetual surveillance of the principal officers and, under 
certain modifications, open to visitors.
A l h a m b r a  H a n d b o o k ,  q u o t e d  i n  Scott, 1977 p.155
Booth, who generally presented a more respectable version of events, noted 
that the man-about-town 'had the entrée to the 'canteen where he would 
have the privilege of drinking champagne in the company of the 
performers' (Booth, 1929 p.l49).
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Perhaps the most interesting perspective on the situation is revealed by a 
letter written to the London County Councü (L.C.C.) Licensing Committee 
which is worth reproducing almost in full.
I wish to draw your attention to a practice of quite recent growth 
at a West End music hall - the Alhambra - of the management 
taking or allowing visitors from the front of the house to go behind 
the scenes and talk to the ladies of the ballet (in their stage 
costumes) which they - the ladies - strongly resent. In one case I 
know of, a young girl of sixteen - who had only been at the theatre 
a week - was spoken to by two men who came from a box in front 
who she was afraid not to speak to and who made her an improper 
proposal.
LCC/MlN/10,769, 5 January 1899
The writer then requests an independent inquiry but asks the Committee 
'not to quote anything from this letter which would identily any particular 
girl as having made a complaint.'
Thus, four interpretations are given of the same set of circumstances.
There is innuendo present in Ritchie's statement that in the canteen the 
dancer, 'if she is virtuous, cannot be expected to remain so for long', but 
the management, anxious to protect the reputation of the theatre and its 
licence, defend their provision of a 'snuggery'. However, further 
investigation reveals that Ritchie's comments were made in his book 
originally published in 1857, a period before the ballet achieved 
independent status at the Alhambra. His interest in temperance reform 
would also have influenced his perception of the music halls. By the time 
Booth is writing, he is able to say that the opportunity for members of the 
male audience to mix with the dancers was 'a privilege.' The writer of the 
letter to the L.C.C., who signed her/himself simply 'N.S. Parker' of Middle 
Temple Lane, E.C., may have been a relative or protector of the young girl 
or even the girl herself.
T h e  h i s t o r i a n  n e e d  n o t  a d j u d i c a t e  t h e  a c c u r a c y  o f  t h e s e  s t a t e m e n t s  f o r ,  i n  
a n  e x a m p l e  s u c h  a s  t h i s ,  a l l  f o u r  p e r s p e c t i v e s  m a y  c o n t a i n  a n  e l e m e n t  o f  
t r u t h .  W h a t  i s  o f  i n t e r e s t ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  w h o s e  v i e w  w a s  t r u t h  f o r  t h e  t i m e s ,  
w h o s e  p e r s p e c t i v e  b e c a m e  r e i f i e d  i n  h i s t o r y  a n d  w h i c h  r e i f i c a t i o n  w a s ,  
a n d  i s ,  m o s t  p o t e n t  i n  c o n s t r u c t i n g  t h e  m o r a l  i m a g e  o f  t h e  d a n c e r .  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  i s  n o t  s o l e l y  o n e  o f  w h i c h  c o m m e n t a t o r  
p r e s e n t e d  t h e  m o s t  a c c u r a t e  p i c t u r e ,  f o r  e v e n t s  n e e d  t o  b e  p l a c e d  i n  t h e i r
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broader context. In this respect, Ritchie not only has on his side apparent 
historical precedent and what appeared to be common practice across the 
Channel at the Paris Opera but also the social circumstances of his time. 13 
In the context of both mid- and late Victorian England, the sight of women 
mixing freely with men, individually unchaperoned and seemingly of 
their own volition, was bound to raise moral eyebrows and inevitable 
connections were made between social intercourse and sexual intercourse.
The dancers' apparent sexual accessibility was directly linked to their 
profession. Ritchie's comment from 1857 (Scott, 1977 p.155) that'there are 
those to whom the fact that a girl belongs to the ballet renders her 
additionally attractive' would still appear to be valid thirty years later. 
Grove, a stem  critic, castigated the whole profession:
The professional dancer is looked upon as one who has sadly 
misapphed talents which might have won reputation in some 
worthier path of life.
Grove, 1895 p.l
In an interview with the dancers themselves ('M.L.C.', 1893 pp.24-25), they 
acknowledge that the 'young mashers ... like theatre ladies very much.' In 
response to the interviewer's question as to whether the attraction is 
mutual, the answer is, 'that depends, sometimes when they are nice.' This 
response is apparently given 'with a very superior air.' Furthermore, the 
writer stresses that
most of the ladies have their young men, who seem to wait outside 
... (the Rehearsal Club)... until it pleases their charmers to come out 
... and be escorted to their 'show' and who seem on the whole to be 
kept in a very wholesome, but no doubt pleasant, subjection.
'M.L.C.', 1893 p.25
Even allowing for its literary style, the interview presents a picture of 
what would appear to be a quite normal relationship between a working 
woman and her 'young man'.
Those writers of the 1880s onwards who were apologists for the ballet were 
anxious to stress not only the hard work involved in achieving the 
necessary skills (see Ch.4.3 and 4.4) but observed that the glamour of the 
ballet did not, in real life, embrace its executants. Willis notes with
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reference to the corps de ballet that in private life they were quiet and 
reserved and gave no hint of their profession in their appearance (Willis 
in Green, ed. 1986 p,180). Hibbert similarly suggests that 'there is no more 
respectable type of a working woman than the trained dancer' (Hibbert, 
1916 p.197) and Booth points out that 'not for the trained dancer is the little 
supper after the show; for her the champagne pops in vain, supper club 
and night club revelries have no meaning' (Booth, 1929 p.l52). These 
descriptions make an interesting contrast to Symons' perceptions as 
discussed in Chapter 8.
If the above writers were biased because of their fascination with ballet, 
Charles Booth was not. His Life and Labour of the People of London (19031 
includes a relatively impartial account of the working conditions of the 
d a n c e r  s . 1 4  notes that those who were not 'skilful enough and fortunate 
enough to get into the corps de ballet of a house such as the Empire or 
Alhambra' and thus obtain full-time employment, could only take 
temporary engagements and
at other times they go on tour in the country, live with their 
parents (who are usually of the working-class) or turn dressmakers 
and needle women, or may have recourse to less reputable modes 
of obtaining a livelihood. It is fair to add, however, that the 
appearance of the ballet girls as they leave the theatre very much 
resembles that of any other body of young women leaving a 
respectable place of business.
Booth, C., 1903 p.l30
This account is worthy of examination. Like Willis, his last statement 
appears to be a conscious contradiction of received opinion rather than 
merely an observation (although one does wonder how dancers were 
expected to dress when off-stage.) His suggestion that the 'temporary' 
dancers 'may have recourse to less reputable modes of obtaimng a 
livelihood' is not only speculative but, if it were true, points to the 
distinction between fuU-time dancers and those whose occupation was 
peripatetic.^3 It may be that those with a less secure income, who joined 
the ballet as supernumeraries radier than trained dancers, did have to 
supplement their wages through what was, for the unskilled working class 
woman, the most accessible means of eammg a living, prostitution. It is 
not this possibility which is under consideration, however, nor the fact 
that there is no evidence to verify or negate Booth s supposition, but it is
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clear that all dancers were implicated in the 'immoral' activities of some 
dancers. It is this generalisation which secondary sources perpetuate.
As discussed in Chapter 2, secondary sources on the music hall ballet are 
rare and, when included in general dance history texts, brief. Brevity 
entails generalisation and this can mislead by presenting only one view, 
one image. For example, Hanna's single reference to the music hall claims 
that
many l i t e r ^  and artistic individuals had fixated on the dancers 
(the good time girls or prostitutes) of the 'decadent' music halls 
of the 1890s.
Hanna , 1988 p.l30
An image which may have little basis in fact can become reified over time 
or, if there is an element of truth in individual cases, the specificity can 
become generalised to embrace a whole phenomenon. Another example is 
Lansley who is quoted as saying that
before ballet became a respectable art form in the 1930s, it 
existed only as 'acts' in the music halls, and ballet girls were 
regarded as high class p r o s t i t u t e s .
Lansley in English, 1980 p.l8
Secondary sources can also distort the time span and thus apply the view of 
one era to another. Garafola (1989 p.319) is guilty of this when she quotes a 
source from 1913 which suggested that the only difference between a 
guardsman and a ballet girl was that one sinned on two legs and the other 
on one. By applying this quotation to the 'ballet before Diaghilev' she 
would seem to be referring to the dancers of the music hall who preceded 
(and performed concurrently with) the Ballets Russes' appearance in 
London. However, her source ('I' 1913) is actually quoting a novel which 
was published in 1 8 5 9 .^8  The original target of the implication would have 
been the dancers of the late Romantic ballet. However, if the comment 
could be applied with accuracy to the performers of the 1850s or before, the 
evidence examined in this Chapter suggests that, contrary to Garafola s 
assertion, it was no longer valid in relation to the music hall ballet from 
the 1880s onwards. Evidence to support this claim comes from the 
aforementioned writers such as Headlam, Hibbert and J.B. Booth but the
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most significant defenders of the dancers' morality are the dancers 
themselves.
A defence of the dancing profession was made by one of its practitioners, 
an itinerant stage dancer who trained partly in ballet but who was never a 
member of a house company. In her autobiography, she pleads,
believe me, my readers, we are not nearly so 'immoral' as we 
are painted ... it may seem strange to some of my readers, yet it 
is a fact that many dancers and acrobats are quite respectable 
women; not only so, but many of them are straight laced and 
prudish.
anon., 1913 p.51
The fact that 'it may seem strange' to her readers that dancers were 
respectable very clearly indicates that the obverse image was the norm. 
The most useful source which supports this anonymous dancer is Phyllis 
Bedells whose comments on the corps de ballet at the Empire present a very 
different picture to the one painted by the unnamed Member of Parliament 
who 'in the course of a House of Commons speech, was reported to have said 
that the bulk of stage dancers led immoral lives' (Bettany, 1926 p.l07). 
According to Bedells, the corps at the Empire comprised
a lot of very sedate and almost narrow minded girls who had 
been in the same theatre for years and whose lives were of the 
strictest and simplest.
Bedells, Mss. My dancing years p.8
She adds, in the published version of her book,
whatever was true at the front of the theatre, on our side of the 
curtain we had reached an extreme of rigid respectability.
Bedells, 1954 p.23
The reaction of the corps to their costume makes an interesting comparison 
with Ormiston Chant's perception of ballet costume:
I can remember an occasion when the coips de ballet w ^e so 
shocked at being given dresses to wear without sleeves that 
they threatened to go on strike. If bare midriffs or bare arms were 
to be shown the girls were given flesh-coloured leotards to wear. 
Bedells, 1954 p.23
Similarly, Bedells recalls how appalled the dances were at the very short 
tutu worn by Lydia Kyasht (1954 p.3). The anonymous Confessions (1913)
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defends the airy costume of the ballet dancer' as simply a uniform, a 
convention.
Bedells' picture of the corps and their attitudes is supported by her account 
of their backstage activities.
At rehearsal times when they were not actually dancing they were 
more like a mothers' meeting, everyone doing crochet or knitting or 
sewing - not a bit like the ballet girl of fiction; in fact the whole 
tone and behaviour of everyone behind the curtain was in extreme 
contrast to conditions then existing at the front of the house.
Bedells, Mss. My dancing years p.8
It might be that the composition of the corps and their moral attitudes had 
changed over time, for Bedells was with the Empire from 1907 to the demise 
of its house ballet in 1915. Her comment, quoted above, that 'we have 
reached an extreme of rigid respectability' suggests this might be the 
case.l^ However, earlier evidence also substantiates her account. Headlam 
discusses the response of the dancers to the aforementioned speech of the 
Member of Parliament:
Our Alhambra and Empire girls were furious over it, and I was 
assured that the male relatives of more than one were prepared 
to lie in wait for the M.P. and take summary vengeance on him 
for the insult. There was talk of throwing him in the river.
Headlam in Bettany, 1926 p.l07
Another case where a male relative stepped in to defend the respectability 
of a dancer was over a gift sent by a member of the aristocracy to the 
daughter of Bertrand, who was ballet master at the Empire in 1884. The 
presentation of gifts from admirers, patrons or would-be patrons to 
actresses or dancers was a theatrical tradition though, as Bratton points out, 
by the music hall period it no longer signified the sexual possession of, and 
by, a rich admirer but 'the transaction it signifies is now between the 
woman and a new set of protectors, the managers and audience with whom 
she finds favour' (Bratton in Bratton, ed. 1986 p.l03). It appears to have 
been the traditional connotations which Bertrand had in mind when a 
diamond ring was left at the stage door, with an accompanying letter on 
coroneted notepaper:
Dear Miss Bertrand - will you accept the enclosed little
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present as an appreciation of your artistic ability, by an 
admirer?
Yours faithfully.
And the reply from the father was:
My Lord
Will you accept the enclosed 'present' back as an
appreciation of your d  d impertinence.
From, Her Father.
Glover, 1913 pp.153-154
In both these cases the dancers do not speak for themselves, for female 
virtue was defended by male agency. Virtue not only reflected on the 
women who possessed it but on the men who possessed the women: 
husbands, fathers and brothers. In Phyllis Bedells case, the absence of a 
father left the protective role to her mother.
Then I received by first present of jewell^y from an unknown 
admirer: it was a beautiful necklace ... My mother, even so early 
in my career, had insisted I should not accept presents from men ...
I might be allowed to accept flowers, mother told me, but nothing 
else.
Bedells, 1954 p.24
The citing of the above two examples are not for the purpose of illustrating 
the dancers' high moral ground, for two cases are an insufficient base 
from which to generalise. They do signify, however, that gifts were still 
offered, though there is no evidence, to date, to suggest that these were the 
precursors of patronage or sexual liaison as was apparently the case in 
earlier periods of dance history. However, in the context of one of the few 
professions where women were able to earn an independent living 
through their own skills, the gift, as a sign, 'remains powerful, enabling 
the patriarchy to perceive her wealth as the gift of men rather than the 
eaming-power of women' (Bratton in Bratton, ed., 1986 p.l03).
Other contemporary evidence in which the dancers' self-perception may 
be ascertained through the voice of others is in relation to the distinction 
made between dancers of the ballet and the pantomime dancers and show 
girls. If you were to ask a ballet girl, says Booth,
and to succeed in getting her to express her views, her 
opinion of the husky-throated, cigarette-smoking, jazzmg
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little chorus girl is brutally frank.
Booth, 1929 p.152
Similarly, the dancer,
also sees in the 'show girl' the incomprehensible creature of 
another world, who toils not neither does she spin.
Hibbert, 1916 p.l98
This distinction is also found in an oblique reference in Wagner (1899). 
Discussing the pitfalls of the acting profession, he warns that 'actors of the 
lower order' do expect to 'have a good time' with the ladies of the ballet and 
show girls, and
even the scene shifters and property men look forward to the 
pantomime season as a period during which they may play havoc 
among girls who do not stand on their moral dignity but they draw 
the line at the corps de ballet (My italics)
Wagner, 1899 p.l79
The ballet dancers' contempt for the show girl or peripatetic dancer was 
based on matters of relative training, skills and the theatrical context of 
their work. Nevertheless, such evidence does contribute to the overall 
image of the ballet dancers, who took their profession seriously, setting 
themselves apart both artistically and morally from those who practised 
other dance forms in other venues.
The extent to which the occupation of 'dancer' connoted a morally suspect 
hfestyle depended not only on the dance genre, as above, but also on the 
dancer's position in the performing hierarchy. This is a distinction that 
sources fail to acknowledge although, even until recently, lax morals were 
far more likely to associated with a chorus girl or musical theatre dancer 
than with a classical ballerina. From the Romantic period, certainly up 
until the end of the music hall ballet, there was a dichotomy between the 
perceived sexual virtue of the premières danseuses and that of the corps de 
ballet
It would be expected that in their autobiographies, the premières danseuses 
would present themselves as beyond reproach. Kyasht (1978) appeared to 
enjoy the company of tnpn and certainly acknowledged her adnurers with 
pride rather than with bashfulness, but Kyasht, Bedells and Genée all 
appear to have led lives of the utmost respectability.^^ Other anecdotes
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confirm how the principal dancers guarded their reputation. Booth tells of 
La Belle Leonora, who appeared at the Alhambra from 1908 to 1910. When 
making her entrance as Eve in the ballet Femina (1910), she
insisted on a corridor of curtains from her dressing room to 
the stage, and that all stage hands who should happen to cross 
her path should immediately turn their backs.
Booth, 1929 p.154
Only in the context of the ballet itself was she prepared to display her 
'realistic' Eve. As mentioned in Chapter 4.2.1, Zanfretta gave up her 
dancing career at the Empire for en travestie roles after giving birth to 
her child because she and her husband considered ballet costume 
unsuitable for a wife and mother. The interviewer (referred to as 'Madame' 
in the article) of the Alhambra dancer, Vanda Adler, takes pains to let her 
readers know of the irreproachable character of her interviewee.
Nothing could be like the traditional idea of the première danseuse 
than the appearance of the young girl who came in - no 
ornaments, no rouge ... and her delicate face and serious aspect 
would have led you to believe that Mdlle. Adler had spent all her life 
in a boudoir.
'L.H.A.', 1893 p.374
Again, a few anecdotes and self-interested evidence from the dancers 
themselves do not make a weighty case for the moral image of the première 
danseuse. However, as charges of immorality were nearly always directed 
to 'ballet girls', a term never applied to the principals, it is by omission 
rather than inclusion that the image of the latter remained not only 
unsullied but positively enhanced.
9.3 CONCLUSION
Writers who seriously addressed the music hall ballet did so because of their 
interest in the art form. They tended, therefore, to be supporters rather 
than detractors, defenders rather than accusers. Their writing is of 
interest for, in stressing the hard work, blameless lives and ordinariness of 
the dancers, most specifically the corps, they provide unwitting testimony
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of the prevailing image. By refutation, they present the image itself. The 
purpose of this Chapter has not been to weigh the evidence in order to 
arrive at a conclusion for, with the lives of so many women under scrutiny 
over a period of thirty years, there cannot be one 'truth'. It has aimed, 
however, to point to different readings of events, at one time and over time, 
and to recognise how the contemporary social context is instrumental in 
the construction of images of women. Whether the ballet girl knitted and 
crocheted backstage then met with her 'stage door johnny' after the 
performance; whether she was escorted home or whether 'shortly after 
eleven ... (she was)... at Charing Cross waiting for the Brixton bus' (Hibbert, 
1916 p.l97) is not in question. With so many women, each one possessing 
her own personal history, there are many 'truths'. What is evident, is how 
the social and artistic context of the music hah ballet has shaped the moral 
image of the dancers. The historical connotations attached to the dancing 
profession were compounded, in the music hah period, by the common 
practice of prostitution in society, with its concomitant perception of the 
sexual avahability of a certain class or type or woman. This prostitution was 
manifest in the promenades of the Alhambra and the Empire.
Furthermore, for women to venture out of the home into the world of the 
theatre was so at odds with patriarchal values that her motivation and her 
concomitant hfestyle could only be made comprehensible if construed as 
sexual. However, as this Chapter has demonstrated in relation to the bahet 
girl and the baherina, the moral image of the dancer was not singular but 
binary.
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CHAPTER 9 
NOTES
1. Weeks (1981 Ch.5) discusses various general morality campaigns 
during the late Victorian period.
2. The working class women who entered the performing arts fought 
much harder for their good name, though many found that the 
world of the theatre offered opportunities for fortuitous liaisons or 
marriage. However, the popular notion of the woman performer who 
used her career to find a wealthy husband or lover needs to be 
disentangled from the idea that, for many, their career enabled them 
to do so. In an era when marriage for women was the socially 
accepted norm, the number of women who chose not to marry but to 
continue their careers signifies the seriousness with which they 
treated their skills, their profession and the independence these 
allowed (see Anderson and Zinsser, 1988 Vol.II).
3. However, as argued in this Chapter, the reality often belied the 
myth. For example. Vita Sackville West (1983 p.27), after relaying an 
anecdote about a rebuff Alexandre Dumas received from a ballet 
dancer, noted 'it comes as a surprise to learn how very strict was the 
standard of conduct observed even by those professional dancers 
who had passed beyond the supervision of mother or parents. These 
ladies were of ferocious virtue.' Nevertheless, the stigma remained. 
Even in America, attitudes were not more progressive. Touring 
dancers in the 1880s and 1890s were 'condemned as absolutely outside 
the pale of normal American social intercourse' (Kendall, 1979 p.6).
4. Hynes 1968 Ch.l summarises the conflicting ethos of the period.
5. Nead (1988 p.6) discusses this dichotomy in relation to 'ways in 
which these categories were established and also the points at which 
they broke down and ambiguities reappeared.' She proposes that, 
from the 1870s, the demarcation between the 'respectable' woman 
and the 'immoral' woman began to be eroded as women started to 
display their dress and their bodies in ways that had previously 
coded the prostitute. However, as this study demonstrates, a different 
set of codes operated on the ballet stage .
For other analyses of the polarisation of women's sexuality during 
the Victorian period, see Dijkstra (1986) on images of women in the 
visual arts and writing of the period. MÜlett (1971 pp.148-150) 
refers to the imagery of the lily and the rose in Victorian poetry. 
Bland (1981) considers the class connotations of the dichotomy.
6. The high kick which Chant describes indicates that she may be 
referring to the chahut, a variation of the can can which appeared 
in the ballet La Froliaue.
7. like many reformers. Chant endeavoured to 'lead some of these girls 
who use the promenade of the Empire to a better life. I have had one
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or two of these girls to afternoon tea in my drawing room and have 
talked over this matter with them as to what this life is leading' 
(Chant in Donahue, 1987 p.57). A further example of Chant's 
'feminism' is her insistence that women should be allowed to attend 
places of public entertainment on their own, if they so wished. The 
following is a transcript from Chant's evidence to the Select 
Committee which was investigating theatre licensing in 1892:
Do you object to women going to places of entertainment 
alone?
No; I think that women ought to be able to go into any 
assembly alone.
Exactly on the same footing as men?
Qjxite so.
And not be interfered with so long as they conduct themselves 
with propriety?
Yes.
(Reproduced in Cheshire, 1974 p.39)
TrudgiU (1976, pp.127-128) suggests that 'Mrs. Chant, far from being a 
fanatical persecutor of defenceless outcasts, had been deeply 
involved for many years in welfare work to rescue them.' However, 
as Walkowitz (in Snitow et a i , 1983 pp.419-439) also points out in a 
discussion of the complex motivation of social purity campaigners, 
those who aimed to 'protect' women actually reinforced patriarch^ 
ideology by promoting the traditional values of domestic virtue.
Chant could have been such a campaigner, for her advocacy was not 
only for women's suffrage but also for temperance and 'purity' 
(Donahue, 1987 p.l52). In this respect. Chant would be an 
interesting case for further study.
8. Jones in Waites et al (1982 p.ll2) draws attention to the fact that 
reform movements tended to be associated with the liberal wing of 
politics whereas, because of their investments in the drink trade, it 
was in Tory interests to promote the music halls. The music hall 
became, from the 1870s to the 1900s, 'actively and self-consciously 
Tory.' Chant's campaign against the Empire was supported by the 
Labour bench of the London County Council and the Empire was 
defended by young Tories such as Winston Churchill and his fellow 
Sandhurst cadets.
9. Headlam's enlightened attitudes are evident in his action of paying 
half the bail for Oscar Wilde, who went to Headlam's house 
immediately on his release from prison in 1897 (Ellman, 1988 p.438).
10. Examples of Shaw's attacks on Headlam can be found in Laurence, 
1981a pp.l63; 808-9; 929 and 1981b p.592. The vitriolic nature of these 
attacks, in which he accuses Headlam of starting a 
'technicojargonaudc fashion in ballet criticism' (1981a p.l63) and 
the Guild of 'puerile gushes of enthusiasm about exploits that ought 
to be contemptuously criticized off the face of the earth’ (1981b 
p.592) need to be considered in the light of Shaw's own aesthetic 
perspective (see Ch.5, note 11).
11. A  poem by Headlam which appeared in Punch (1887 p.97) entitled 
The Ballet: a lam ent, extolled the virtues of the ballet but lamented 
that, as far as the Bishop was concerned, it only 'excited but his ire.'
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12. There is an interesting addendum to this complaint. A letter went 
from the London County Council (L.C.C) to an Inspector, requesting 
an investigation, but a handwritten note on the letter suggests that 
the matter was dealt with unofficially and no further action was 
taken. It would appear that the L.C.C was reluctant to interfere 
officially in such delicate matters. A similar complaint was made in 
the letter from the ’Comic Singer' who, acknowledging the fuss about 
behaviour in the promenade in the front of the theatre, pleaded 'let 
us have a little propriety at the back so decent girls can ...(earn?)... 
their living without being annoyed by those at the back, or is the 
Alhambra too powerful to be interfered with! (LCC/MIN/10,769, 14 
October 1889). ( My italics as the original handwriting is illegible)
13. This canteen or apartment could be seen as the equivalent of the 
Green Room. The opening of the door of the Green Room to members 
of the audience began in the 1820s when it became fashionable for 
'men about town' to adopt a singer, actress or dancer and become 
her patron. An engraving by Robert Cruikshank (Guest, 1954 opp. 
p.l6) of the Green Room at the King's Theatre, London shows dancers 
surrounded by and in intimate conversation with the Regency 
dandies. Evidence of this supposed custom at the Paris Opera during 
the 1880s and 1890s can be seen in paintings by Jean Louis Forain (in 
Browse, 1978 pp.90; 147 and 157 and Musée Marmottan, 1978 pp.24;60- 
61 and 79) and Jean Beraud (Clarke and Crisp, 1978 p.87). The subject 
matter of these paintings is the ballet dancers and their wealthy 
admirers or patrons consorting in the wings and backstage.
However, as Browse points out, these images are highly misleading 
for, with regards to Forain, 'he failed to recognize that once a dancer 
steps into the wings to await her entrance, she is highly committed 
and has neither the time nor the incUnation to daUy with suitors ... 
the pictures are, in essence, untrue' (Browse, 1978 p.36)
14. Booth (1903 p.l29) did include some personal comment in his survey 
noting, as a footnote on the music haU ballet, that 'it must be said 
that it is a long time since a Taglioni has made her appearance here.'
15. Davis (1991 p.84) also points out that the length and strenuous nature 
of the full-time dancers' day would have militated against any other 
regular 'professional' activities outside that day.
16. Although Hanna does not specifically mention them, the ballet 
dancers were predominant amongst those on whom these writers 
'fixated'. (See Ch.8)
17. This summary dismisses the ballet as an 'act', implicitly undeimining 
the significance of the music hall in popular culture, and no other 
sources found to date have suggested that even if any of the ballet 
girls were prostitutes, they were 'high class'. Their profession may 
have accorded them some glamour but their social background and 
personal conditions of existence were anything but 'high class'.
18. The original quotation from the novel, in which a young man at a 
dinner party ruminates on similarities between guardsmen (who 
were at the time notoriously promiscuous) and ballet girls, is as 
follows: 'They both lived by the strength of their legs, where also
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their wits if they do not altogether reside there, are principally 
developed ... wine, tobacco and the moon influence both alike; and 
admitting the one marked difference that does exist, it is, after all, 
pretty nearly the same thing to be coquetting and sinning on two 
legs as on the point of a toe' (Meredith, 1859; 1962 p.363).
19. Evidence such as that presented in note 18 (above) suggests that the 
eroticisation of the ballet girl was far more prevalent in the 1860s 
and 1870s than in Bedells time. For example, a fictional account was 
published c.1870 entitled Intrigues and Confessions of a Ballet girl: 
disclosing startling and voluptuous scenes before and behind the 
curtain, under and upon the stage, in the light and the dark, by one 
who has had her share (anon., c.1870). However, as claimed in this 
Chapter, such a reputation continued to be attached to the dancer 
whether it was deserved or not.
20. Several secondary sources (for example Clarke and Crisp, 1981 p.l89) 
suggest that Genée gave the ballet profession a new respectability. 
However, no factual sources have been found which indicate
that the premières danseuses of the music hall ballet before Genée 
were anything other than respectable. One exception to this is the 
novel Crissie (anon., 1899a) which is discussed in Chapter 8.
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10.0 INTRODUCTION
The questions raised in the Introduction to this study cohere around the 
extent to which dance, as a form of cultural representation, can contribute 
to the social construction of femininity. In order to demonstrate the ways 
in which the ballets of the music hall produced certain kinds of images of 
the dancers, the inter-relationships between the institutional contexts 
and the social, historical and artistic discourses which influenced the 
construction of those images, have been identified and explored. In this 
Chapter, conclusions are drawn and the argument is posited that the 
ballets, and those who recorded them, produced differentiated images 
which were in accord with dominant notions of what constituted 
femininity in general and female sexuality in particular. Thus, the claim 
articulated in the Introduction that institutions and power structures do not 
simply influence but define women's activities can be supported. 
Furthermore, the ballet of the music hall is identified as a significant 
cultural form for the production and circulation of the patriarchal 
ideologies of Victorian and Edwardian England.
10.1 THE PSYCHE OF THE ERA
In Part HI of this study, the components of the ballets, their subject matter 
and the roles of the dancers were analysed in relation to the institutional 
context of the music hall and the social customs and values of the period. It 
was identitied that judgements made about the ballets were, more often 
than not, based on perceptions of the dancers rather than the dances. Even 
though dancers were often cast as artefacts, as personifications, as men or 
boys, there was no attempt to disguise their bodies. All representations of 
the dancer were not only identifiably human but emphatically female.
From the analysis of the ballets, three distinct representations of the 
'female' emerge: those of the ballet girls, the ballerinas and the principal 
en travestie performers.
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The ballet girls were the working classes, the 'rank and file' of the stage. 
Since skill was neither required nor developed, their career mobility 
within the company hierarchy was static. Even though their 'characters' 
were often supernatural or non-human, their dance vocabulary was 
mundane and earthbound. They moved as a homogeneous mass rather than 
as individuals and, whether dressed as females or in travesty, they served 
two main functions. The first, through obvious differences in vocabulary 
and concomitant skill and also by the spatial patterning on stage, was to 
draw attention to the ballerina. The second, with their gorgeous costumes 
and unindividuated movement, was to constitute the spectacle of the ballet, 
like individual pigments of paint, they created a colour wash for the stage 
picture and that picture had to be, essentially, a pretty one. With their 
costumes, wigs and maquillage they created a fantasy world of feminine 
beauty and were there to attract and to please the eye of the beholder.
The ballerina, too, was there to please by her looks and feminine qualities. 
Within her stage image, however, there is a paradox. Her vocabulary, like 
her roles and her costumes, was other-worldly and she was set apart not 
only within the narrative but in relation to all the other characters on the 
stage. As such, she was remote, inaccessible; she did not belong to mere 
mortals. If a figure of romance, her liaisons were chaste, for her partners 
were women. She played, in the vast majority of ballets, characters that 
were essentially good and morally virtuous. However, other facets of her 
performance subvert this persona. The movement vocabulary of the danse 
d'ecole is designed to present the dancer's body in full-frontal exposure to 
the viewer. Her body, therefore, is always on display and her gaze is 
communicated not to the other performers but directly to the audience.
Her lack of a credible male partner meant that there was no on-stage 
competition for her attention. Simultaneously distanced from her audience 
and yet accessible to them, it was her very chastity which eroticized her.
The male audience could be engaged from afar but the ballerina's image 
was unsullied by any suggestion of 'real' womanhood.^
Furthermore, her image was endorsed by the lack of any acknowledgement 
that the ballerina had a mind as well as a body. Although Davis notes that 
the Victorian actress, because of the nature of her art, could not pretend to 
'feeble brain power' (Davis, 1991 p.3) the ballerina was different from the
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actress, in that her art appeared to rely on practical and physical rather 
than cognitive and verbal skills. In this respect, neither the ballerina nor 
the ballet girl challenged the notion that women should be primarily 
decorative; that their function was to display their bodies but not their 
minds.
The iconography of the ballet confirms the dual image of the ballet girls 
and the ballerina. Sketches of the former show scantily clad performers 
moving with an abandoned energy and gusto; in photographs they are 
posed sohdly, with a direct eye out to the camera. Ballerinas are presented 
in static classical ballet poses but, particularly in photographs, with a body 
stance that is coquettish and a gaze that is coy. The corps, on stage or in 
their graphic image, are, even in their anonymity, earthbound, human 
and accessible. The ballerina's image suggest that she might be, but who 
would dare to dream so?
The en travestie lead played a significant but ambiguous role on stage. She 
was eroticised by her costume and the sight of a woman dressed as a man 
would have had undoubted appeal to the audience. However, her mature 
age, her use of the body language of mime rather than dancing and, most 
significantly, her stage identity as a 'man', contributed to the fact that the 
en travestie lead was either written about with reverence for her acting 
skills, or not at all. Although central to the narrative of most of the ballets, 
the image of the travesty hero is faint and unplaced. With a predominant 
aesthetic of visual spectacle, the 'hero' of the narrative was virtually 
redundant. Besides which, whatever the private relationship of the 
audience to the travesty protagonist, there was understandably no public 
expression of how a man negotiated his relationship with his own image on 
stage.
The dreams of the audience, as revealed in 'fact' and in fiction, were 
similarly differentiated. As demonstrated in Part IV, the fantasies of 
writers were nearly all directed towards the ballet girl. The one source 
which did erodcise a ballerina was pornographic and therefore out of the 
mainsteam of Uterary currency. These sources are not numerous and often 
took the form of 'asides' in reviews or backstage accounts of the ballet.
There are enough, however, to notice that the ballet girl, absent from
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history as a performer, is present in the writing of the period not as 
performer but as a woman. Her person is appropriated for the man in the 
audience; it is she whose eyes gleam intimately across the footlights 
(Symons, 1895); she who breaks hearts ('S.L.B.', 1896a) and she who is 
kissable (Cornell, 1887). The ballerina is admired but there is never any 
suggestion that she might be kissed.
Likewise, the personal moralities of the dancers off-stage were also 
perceived as contrary. 'Respectability' was not simply a prerogative of the 
upper and middle classes but it was the aim of most women, achieved 
through marriage and the maintenance of strict moral standards within 
marriage. Women who consorted with men unchaperoned, and who 
displayed their bodies to full public view on stage were, therefore, far 
from respectable. Actresses and dancers had always been perceived with 
ambivalence but the strict moral code of the period, including the self­
censorship of women themselves, made their place in society even more 
complex. As argued in Chapter 9, whilst their position in society was 
untenable, they themselves were desirable, though this seeming paradox is 
undoubtedly a case of cause and effect. However, although the ballet itself 
was implicated in the dubious moral behaviour associated with the venues 
and the West End of London generally, the ballerinas escaped implicit or 
exphcit accusation. In this respect, they resisted the role of mistress and 
status of a male possession which accrued to their forebears of the 
Romantic period of the 183Os-185Os. There could be many reasons for this, 
not least of aU the economic truth that principal dancers would not need to 
supplement their income by immoral earnings, or be kept by men, because 
of their greater earning capacities. The management of the theatres to 
whom the dancers were contracted, ever-anxious to keep, at least 
officially, a respectable 'house', would also be concerned to protect the 
reputation of their stars. There are other factors which may have 
influenced how the differing moralities of the principals and the ballets 
girls were perceived. The principals tended to be foreign and could not, 
unlike the corps, be associated with the British working classes. Their 
skills, dance roles, social class, nationality and their very place in the 
hierarchy of the ballet and their own investment in and responsibility to 
the profession all contributed to their immunity from overt charges of 
sexual accessibility. For the ballet girl, the historical connotations of her
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profession, her working class background, her nationality, age and the 
generalised but misconceived notion of her unmarried state aU 
compounded the confusion over her sexual identity.
Whatever structural or social factors contributed to the dichotomous moral 
images of the dancers, they were in total accord with the dominant notions 
of female sexuality. The late Victorians placed their ballerinas on a 
pedestal together with the rest of idealised womanhood. Their generally 
anodyne roles in the ballets and the technically correct but passionless and 
unemotive nature of the performances would have also served to construct 
the morally pure image of the ballerina. Such a notion is supported by 
Trudgill's assertion that
Victorian society was based in theory on an idealized love for 
women; it was based in practice very largely on a system of male 
bonding.
TrudgiU, 1976 p.l46 2
As this study has demonstrated, the Alhambra and the Empire were 
gentlemen’s clubs for the upper class male and the risqué alternative for 
working class respectabUity. As such, TrudgiU's notions of 'theory' and 
'practice' came together, as the male bonded audience viewed the ideaUsed 
ballerina on the stage.
The dichotomy of image which an analysis of the baUets and attendant 
commentary has revealed may not be particular to the period. It is, 
however, one that appears to be far more polarised in the music haU baUet. 
The binary distinction between the Madonna and Magdalen, the lUy and 
the rose, the angel by the hearth and the whore in the street, had clear 
roots in the social class structure which sharpened its boundaries during 
the Victorian era. Also more pronounced were the separate worlds of 
pubUc and private life and moraUty; the separation of the home and 
women in the home from public activity. In terms of both these polarities, 
the music hall baUet was uniquely designed to serve its age. The differing 
perceptions of dancers accommodated the need for the Victorian male 
psyche to categorise women as either chaste or impure. The moral 
behaviours attributed to women from different social classes are 
represented in the contrasting images of the music haU dancer. In order to 
sustain these norms the personal and professional Uves of the working
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class dancers were mythologised. As women who not only earned an 
independent living but did so in a very public arena, their existence was 
justified and their image appropriated for the pleasure of men. This 
connection between the sexual appeal of the dancers on stage and their 
sexuality off-stage, forms the complex and contingent basis of their overall 
image. The crucial site of that image is the female body.
10.2 PRURIENCE, PRIDE AND PARADOX
This study has argued that the differentiated images of the dancers were 
defined by, and thus served, dominant notions of what constituted the 
female and femininity. A significant question which arises is the role 
played by the dancers themselves in the writing of this definition and in 
the controlling of their own image.
The extent of the dancers' complicity is a moot point and, as with debate on 
women's participation in any activities which are commercially designed 
to please men, the argument is complex. The ballet girls would have been 
fully aware of the titillatory aspects of their performance. Yet, there is a 
paradox inherent in the juxtaposition of this consciousness and the 
dancers pride in their art which the evidence presented in Chapter 9 
supports. The professional working ethos of the ballet would appear to 
over-ride if not preclude their endorsement of the erotic nature of their 
performance. Any conscious intention that an engagement with the men 
in the audience whilst on-stage necessarily meant some kind of liaison off­
stage, is seemingly at odds with the evidence of the day-to-day working 
lives and personal circumstances of the dancers as revealed in Chapter 4.
It would appear that commentators on the ballet confused the demands of 
the dancers' public image, their willingness to 'play their role' in every 
sense, with their personal proclivities. As in Mackenzie's (1929) aphorism, 
the dancers' may have desired applause over the footlights but under the 
moon, in the reality of the street, they were free from the imperative of 
having to seek favour. However, the problem lies in that whatever the 
dancers' personal perceptions of their activities, these did not necessarily 
accord with their public image, for the cultural meanings which accrue to
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the female body have pre-eminence over any personal motivation or 
intent.3 For the dancer, the meanings ascribed to her roles, her costume, to 
her very participation in an overt display of the female body for public 
consumption, would have had a resonance more potent during the 
Victorian period than in any other. One person who tried to reread the 
ballet from a woman's rather than a man's perspective was Laura Ormiston 
Chant. So much did she read against the grain of dominant social and 
artistic ideologies, that it was she who was considered warped, not the grain 
itself.
10.3 CONCLUSION
Dance, perhaps more than any other theatrical art, has the power to 
sexualize women. In the ballet of the music hah, the power of the body was 
controUed and any chaUenge to society's notions of gender which may 
have been presented by professional working women using their physical 
skiUs for their art, was deflected by the appropriation of the dancer's body 
by male writers. A patriarchal ideology which defined images of women in 
society coloured how the music hah bahets were described, the meanings 
ascribed to them and the criteria by which they were valued. Even within 
the sexual arena of the West End and the music hah itself, the sexuahty 
presented on stage was constrained within the artifice of the bahets and 
nothing disturbed the status quo. Images of the music hah dancers were 
produced by or mediated through the kinetic and visual discourses of the 
bahet and its graphic representation; the 'factual' writings of joumahsm 
and history, and the fictive discourse of novels and poetry. In almost none 
of these did the women speak for themselves; they were unable to take 
possession of their own image.
This study is also mediated through the selected perspective of the writer.
It, too, is neither innocent nor free from interpretation, nor is it a closure 
of the debate. The researcher, a 'viewer' of cultural artefacts,
is an interpreter, and the point is that since interpretation 
changes as the world changes, art history cannot lay claim 
to final or absolute knowledge of its subject.
Bryson, 1983 p.xiv
As Schema admitted, the historian's need for conclusions, completeness, the 
'finishing off of events and people, is no longer tenable, for history is 'a 
peculiarly messy relationship between here and now, then and there.
However, unlike the discourses of patriarchy, the perspective adopted by 
the writer of this study in trying to make sense of the 'messy business' of 
history is a chosen perspective; it does not disguise itself as given. It is 
through such a choice that the ideologies and the mechanisms wbich 
construct images of women can be exposed not as p re^stm W , mevigtbl^ or 
immutable but as social structures of power and control.
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CHAPTER 10
NOTES
1. A similar paradox can be found in the paintings of the period.
Dijkstra (1986 pp.69-70) notes that, from the 1870s, in British art 'a 
new depiction of woman generally showed her at once to be an 
object of erotic desire and a creature of pecuUar self-containment.' 
Casteras (1982 p.l77) likewise notes that paintings 'tended to 
manufacture an eroticism out of feminine chastity.'
As Showalter (1991 p.U) discusses in relation to the fin de siècle, 'a 
significant aspect of the construction of masculinity was the 
institution of 'clubland', the network of men's clubs which served aU 
social classes and provided alternatives and substitutes for domestic 
life.'
3. Wolff (1990 p.121) argues that the body's 'pre-existing meanings, as 
sex object, as object of the male gaze, can always prevail and 
reappropriate the body, despite the intentions of the woman herself.'
4. Talk by Simon Schema (historian and novelist), Waterman's 
Bookshop, Hampstead, London on 11 June 1991.
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PREFACE TO APPENDICES I and II:
CATEGORIZATION OF SUBJECT MATTER
1. The various analytical categories were arrived at by the following 
process. Firstly, an impressionistic account was gleaned from a wide range 
of source material (as outlined in Ch.2). These impressions were then listed 
under what appeared to be recurring types of subject matter. It was 
noticed at this stage that many of the ballets had a female character as 
their title, so a further category was added to ascertain the extent and 
possible significance of this practice (see Appendix V).
Secondly, a formal process of analysis was undertaken in which each ballet 
was listed in the various categories. I was aware of the dangers of 
manipulating the existing categories and was prepared to add new ones if 
necessary.
The most surprising and significant outcome of this process was that no 
other major new categories were needed in addition to those which existed 
in the 'trial run'. The impressionistic categories reflected the actual 
situation because the ballets followed a formula in their subject matter 
which, although it changed over time, still followed certain patterns.
Notes on categorizations
(i) Supernatural. 'Myth' denotes works which had themes based on 
Greek or Roman mythological characters, if not well-known events. 
'Fairy story' comprises works which had a predominant 
supernatural element and were populated by fairies, demons, elves, 
'queens' of natural elements, etc. 'Legend' also had a supernatural 
element but these works were rooted in tales of 'ordinary' people.
(ii) Natural. This category lists works which were set in a natural or 
pastoral world.
(iii) International. With the exception of a few ballets which had 
an identifiable British setting, the great majority of dances were set 
in either a recognisable or a general, but unidentifiable 
international context. Ballets under this heading are those which 
are prim arilv concerned with depicting an international theme or 
event.
(iv) Historical. Similarly, with the exception of topical works, most 
ballets were set in another time, either real or imaginary. Ballets 
listed under this heading are those which deal with a particular 
historical theme or event, rather than those which are simply 
located in an unspecified past time.
(v) Contemporary. Works which appear under 'general' ballets are 
those which featured a recent or current event, concern or interesL 
A very large number or works had a patriotic or military element, 
but this category includes only those in which these themes were 
dominant.
(vi) Love and romance. Many ballets had some kind of romantic 
relationship between a 'man' and a woman, although there were not 
as many of these as might be expected (see Ch.7). Works are only
2d/
included in this category when tins romance forms the basis for the 
plot.
2. The ballets were complex and often dealt with several stories or 
themes simultaneously. For example, On Brighton Pier (Empire 1894) was a 
topical work which included a supernatural vision scene, a contemporary 
romance and a miUtary spectacle. Many works had romantic and/or 
supernatural elements to them. It is, tlierefore, only die dominant theme 
or themes which were used for categorizing subject matter. Because of this 
complexity, these appendices are not intended to be read as any kind of 
statistical data but they are an indication of the broad types of subject 
matter. Nevertheless, they do serve to support statements about the 
recurrent nature of certain themes in the music hall ballets.
3. The difficulty of producing such data is compounded by the fact that,
in many cases, theatre programmes are the only source of information and 
these do not always give a synopsis nor do they reveal explicit information 
about the nature of the ballet. In these cases, the subject matter is surmised 
by the title of the work and, where possible, the cast list and/or names 
given to the dances and scenes.
4. To date, the only fuU lists of ballets at the Alhambra and the Empire 
in a British publication are those in Guest (1992). The appendices presented 
in this study differ from Guest's in several instances. These are:
THE ALHAMBRA (Guest 1992 Appendix A)
Included in Guest but omitted in Appendix I of this study:
La Petite Bohémienne (1909). Although La Belle Leonora was in the cast 
there was no corps and it is difficult to discern whether this was actually a 
ballet. In the programme, it was described as 'an episode'.
The Pool (1912) This was described in the programme as a wordless 
Mediaeval Idyll' and there were no dancers in the cast.
Not in Guest (1992) but included in Appendix I of this study:
On the Heath (1909). Described in the programme as a 'new revpe 
divertissement^. Produced by Efise Clerc and the cast included the dancer 
Britta and a full corps de ballet
THE EMPIRE (Guest 1992 Appendix E)
Included in Guest but omitted in Appendix II of this study:
Hurlv Burlv (1885). Described in the programme as a  'grand 
Pantomime and Ballet' but the ballet was not arranged by a n  ^ s^blished 
choreographer and the work appears to be more pantomime than haUet. 
No details given of dancers or corps.
z d 6
Robert Macaire (1888 L Produced by Martinetti, who collaborated with 
Lanner in a later work, but no other details can be found. Apparently 
premiered on 24 December 1888 (Guest as above) but it was not in the 
programme on 28 January 1889 when the next ballet was premiered. It was, 
however, included in the Empire Theatre's Üst of events (no % te). With 
such a short run, it was either not a 'house' ballet or it was a comparatively 
unsuccessful one.
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PREFACE TO APPENDICES III and IV; 
DANCERS' ROLES
1. These listings serve as examples either of the occurrence or of the 
nature of the dancers' roles in the ballets. The hstings under Supernatural; 
International and Military are intended to signal the commgnality of these 
general types of roles. Those under Natural, Personifications and Artefacts 
give some specific examples of these categories. Although the listings are, 
therefore, different in the kind of information they reveal, they are 
presented in this manner in order to support the claims made in the text.
2. The process by which the categories were devised was similar to that 
outlined in the Preface to Appendices I and II (note 1.) That is, an 
impressionistic listing was made which was then confirmed by more 
detailed analysis.
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APPENDIX V
WOMEN AS TITLE ROLES IN THE BALLETS AT THE ALHAMBRA AND 
THE EMPIRE
Works are listed here which not only specify the name of the character but 
which also describe the female character, as in The Milliner Duchess or 
The Dancing Doll
THE ALHAMBRA THE EMPIRE
Melusine Coppelia
Nina the Enchantress Giselle
Nadia Dilara
Antiope Diana
Irene Cleopatra
Astraea Cecile
Zanetta Dolly
Salandra Nisita
The Sleeping Beauty Katrina
Oriella The Girl I Left Behind Me
Fidelia La Frolique
Sita The Milliner Duchess
Titania The Dancing Doll
The Tzigane Cinderella
Beauty and the Beast Coppelia
Carmen The Debutante
Sal!Oh!My! The Belle of the Ball
Paquita The Dryad
Psyche Sylvia
Femina The Water Nymph
Carmen Titania
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